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This exploratory study focused upon women's

perceptions of their elementary school experiences.
It's purpose was twofold:

first,

to explore women's

perceptions of their elementary school experiences;
second, to generate an hypothesis about the relationship
of those perceived experiences to the life-experiences
of women.

The study was seen as an attempt to add to

a

growing body of literature on women and the schools.

Although data has been recently collected about the
nature of the school's impact on girls, data on women’s
views of their schooling experiences are practically

nonexistent.

This study was undertaken on the assumption

that in order to understand more fully the effects of
iv

.

schooling on women, women's views on their own experiences must be made known.

The sample consisted of forty adult women

between the ages of twenty and thirty.

They were

white, came from a variety of religious, economic,

geographic and educational backgrounds, and had all
attended public school.

Their occupations ranged

from students, to professionals, professors, secre-

taries and housewives

The tool of research was the in-depth interview, a method particularly suited to the study of

process (Blatt and Garfunkel, 1973) and to the study
of feelings, attitudes and values (Hyman,

1954).

The

open-ended interview allowed the researcher flexibility
in each interview situation and permitted opportunities

for the respondent to initiate areas she thought

important to discuss.

The field-notes from the

interviews were available for later analysis and tne

generation of an hypothesis.

v

The chapters which presented women's perceptions of their elementary school experiences discussed
the women's view of the teacher, peer relationships,

popularity and the need for praise.

Sex-role awareness,

the importance of looks, and the phenomena of the tomboy

were also described.

The teacher was seen to be

a

crucial figure during the elementary school years,

having exerted

a

powerful force on their lives.

Peers

were described as both supportive and potentially
threatening.

Popularity was an issue which almost

every woman recalled as central to her young life.

Many women were aware of an image of "proper" behavior to
which they felt pressured to emulate by the elementary
school and which most were unable to do.

The frequency

with which women reported being tomboys, and the variety
of behaviors which were described as comprising tomboy-

behavior indicated the narrowness of the options that

women perceived were open to "proper" girls.
It was suggested that women's perceptions of

their elementary school experiences were influenced

by a number of perspectives.

The most important of

these were psychotherapy, women's liberation, selfimage,

individual circumstances and motherhood.

These

perspectives were seen to partially account for the
ways in which women presented their experiences.
The results indicated that women perceived the

elementary school as an institution which pressured
them into a way of behaving that did not permit or

allow them to be, as they described it, who they
"really were."

Their schooling was portrayed as

a

process which called for or expected certain behaviors
and attitudes from girls which were in accordance with

what was expected of women in society but were not in
accordance with either their potential or with what

constituted their repetoire of behaviors.

Suggestions were made for further research and
practice.

Among these were the need for in-service

training to raise teachers' awareness of the limitations

which are placed on girls, and the need for studies of

Vll

of the social system of the classroom where day-to-day

interaction of girls, boys and teachers can be documented.

vm
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CHAPTER
INTRODUCTION:

I

"OPENING WINDOWS"

Statement of the Problem
The resurgence of

many women to look with

a

a

feminist movement has caused

changed perspective at the nature

of their own lives and at the social and economic arrange-

ments women have faced.

This recent consciousness-raising

emanates from the supposition that American culture devalues

women by casting them in stereotypically dependent roles.
Or to put it differently,

women have long accepted

a

def-

inition of themselves which limits their development as

autonomous and initiating members of society.

The position

of women in our society has been explored with

a

that can be found in personal,

administrative circles.

academic,

new energy

professional and

The renewed interest in the

"biology vs. environment" debate,

the search for expla-

nations for the rarity of famous female artists,

and the

current examination of the effects of social institutions
on sex-role development are all expressions of the attempt

2

to understand the role culture plays in shaping
the lives

of women.

Few areas of life have escaped consideration;

most have become arenas where injustices,

stereotypic

behavior and discrimination have been spotlighted (see,
for example,

Nochlin,

1951; and Maccia,

1971; Gornick and Moran,

1971; Hacker,

1972).

In the process of evaluating women's place in

history,

literature and society, researchers have focused

on the various institutions in which Americans spend

great portion of their lives.

a

The effect of these insti-

tutions on the individual social development of women is

being examined from many disciplines:
the psychological and psychiatric,
the historical.
Sadker,

1972)

the sociological,

the

political and

Two educational critics (Sadker and

have written that,

"the women's liberation

movement has caused increased awareness and indignation
at unequal treatment of females in all institutions of

society

[p.

society,
(and men)

431

.

"

As women have described their roles in

they have pointed to the processes by which women
have been pressured Into limiting and confining

3

positions which prohibit them from fulfilling their potential as independent human beings.

tunities,

These include job oppor-

personality characteristics and social as well

as career expectations.

It is time,

poetically put it (Mannes, 1963),

as one woman has most

"to open a window in the

suffocating room of our present social patterning

117]

[p.

The schools have not escaped consideration:

from

the existence of sex-segregated subjects such as shop and

homemaking (National Organization for Women, 1971), and
the content of textbooks (U'Ren,

1971)

to the kinds of

teacher reprimands girls experience (Spaulding, 1963) and
the amount of teacher-student interaction with regard to
sex (Meyer and Thompson,

1963)

,

the many facets of the

schooling experience are undergoing re-examination.

While

a

few years ago the existence of sexual discrimina-

tion in the school was ignored or denied, today its existence is more often recognized.

Unequal attitudes and

practices have been documented by state commissions (the
"

Pennsylvania Task Force Report on Sexism in the Schools"

and the "New York Board

of Regent s

Position Paper on Equal

"
.

s

4

Opportunity for Women,
panel

"

for example)

as well as

a

federal

("Need for Studies of Sex Discrimination in Public

Schools" by the Citizens Advisory Council on the Status
of Women,

1972)

;

systematic surveys of sexual discrimina-

tion in two major cities, Ann Arbor, Michigan and New York
City,

document unequal opportunities afforded girls

on Sex Bias in the Public School
for Women,

New York Chapter,

,

(

Report

National Organization

1971; and Let Them Aspire

!

A Plea and Proposal

for Equality o f Opportunity in the Ann

Arbor Publ

,

ic

Schools

Committee to Eliminate Sexual Discrim-

ination in the Public Schools, August,

1971).

The fact

that sex-role stereotyping of both boys and girls does

exist in the schools has become less of
issue than it once was,

a

controversial

although the process of develop-

ing curriculum materials and building attitudes to change

these practices has moved more slowly.

While it was difficult until recently to find

published materials which questioned the nature of the
school's impact on the social development of girls and
boys,

today

a

body of literature is developing.

Recent

"

5

issues of journals such as the American Journal of Sociol-

°gy

’

the Journal o f Marr iage and Family

,

the Journal of

Social Issues, the Journal o f the National Association of

Women Deans and Counselors and the American Journal of
Or th o psy chiatry have devoted their entire space to ques-

tions relating to women and society, and they generally
have included articles on the educational situation.

recent issues of the School Review and Today

Further,

Educat ion

,

1

s

well-known educational journals, gave all their

space to sex-role stereotyping and the schools.

The dif-

ferential treatment of boys and girls in school has become
a

subject of interest.

This literature questions the school's effects as

socializing agents on children (Howe, 1971; Westervelt,
1971; Sadker and Sadker,

1972; Jacobs and Eaton,

As Dr. Westervelt has said,

1972).

"Many of our educational

practices help perpetuate the systematic attrition of the
feminine potential
written,

[p.

2]

.

And as Florence Howe has also

"Schools function to reinforce the sexual stereo-

types that children have been taught by their parents,

6

friends,

and the mass culture we live in

[p.

"

77]

The

intellectual habits developed by girls have also been

criticized:

"For good grades and teacher praise,

the

grade school girl bargains away her willingness to deal

with challenging material and difficult problems (Sadker
and Sadker,

1972)."

Very few educational practices have

escaped the eyes of those whose children are so affected
by the schools.
I

would like to add to this growing body of litera-

ture on women and the schools.

Although data has been

widely collected about many aspects of the schooling
experience,

as shall be discussed in the review of the

literature in the following chapter, data on women's
views of their schooling experiences are practically non-

existent (at the college level, see,
and Pagano,

1972; Komarovsky,

1946).

for example,
I

Gould

undertake this

study on the assumption that in order to understand more
fully the effects of schooling on women, we need to first
ask women themselves what their feelings are:

"To under-

stand why someone behaves as [she] does you must understand

"

7

how it looked to [her], what [she] thought
[she] had to

contend with, what alternatives [she]
.

.

.

(Becker,

64]

[p.

1970d)."

saw open to

Further,

[her]

these percep-

tions are central to the process of helping the schools

transform themselves into institutions which are more
supportive to all children in their struggle to fulfill
their individual potential.

They are also intrinsic to

the struggle women will encounter as they try to pressure
the schools to change.
views,

without the inclusion of their

women can too easily be excluded from processes of

social change.

As Paolo Freire (1970) has written,

"Attempting to liberate the oppressed without their

reflective participation in the act of liberation is to
treat them as objects which must be saved from

building

.

.

.

[p.

52]

a

burning

.

This study, then, will contribute to the literature an understanding both of women,

schooling on their own development,

and the effects of

and of the schools,

as they are reflected in the minds of some women who

spent time there.

Thomas and Znanicki (1958) discussed

8

the importance of examining institutions as they
appear in
the experience of individuals:
A social institution can be fully understood only
if we do not limit ourselves to the abstract study
of its formal organization, but analyze the way in
which it appears in the personal experience of
various members of the group and follow the influence which it has upon their lives [V.l, p. 1833].

Character and social structure,
linked,

furthermore,

are so closely

that an incomplete understanding of the historical

scene will be achieved if both are not examined.

latter part of the nineteenth century,

In the

for example,

it

was not by accident that only upper-class Victorian women

fainted during exciting moments.

For who would be present

to pick up the working-class woman when she fainted?

The

closeness of the relationship between expectations and

behavior cannot be over emphasized (Gerth and Mills, 1953):
The roles allowed and expected, the self-images
which they entail, and the consequences of these
roles and images on the persons we are with are
Inner psyfirmly embedded in a social context.
chological changes and the institutional controls
of a society are thus interlinked [p. 131
•

Research is needed to fill in the gaps of our

knowledge of the relationship between schooling and

9

women's social development.

Inroads have been made in our

understanding of bias in children's books
Trecker

,

1971),

1

1971,

and in intellectual functioning (Maccoby,

1966; Jacklin and Maccoby,

1972; Torrance,

still know very little about what

ences during the elementary,
years.

(U Ren,

a

1963),

but we

woman actually experi-

junior high or high school

We need to learn more about women's attitudes

toward the different phases of their schooling experiences.
We need to know in the words of those people who are affected
by the schools, how they perceive that relationship.

If

women can begin to examine for themselves, and in their
own words,

the nature of the social pressures on them, then

they can, as Freire has said, take possession of that reality
A deepened consciousness of their situation leads
[people] to apprehend that situation as an historical reality susceptible of transformation and inquiry,
over which [people] feel themselves to be in control
[p.

73]

.

Purpose of the Study

Although much has been written which describes
the different ways that boys and girls perform in the

10

classroom (Glidewell

ejt

al_.

,

1966,

reviews much of this

literature), we have little or no information from
point of view.

explore women

experiences

,

'

The purposes of this study are:
s

and

woman's

a

1)

to

perceptions of their elementary school
2)

to generate theories about the rela -

tionship of those perceived experiences to the
exper ie nces o f women

1i

fe -

.

The aim is to contribute both substantive and

theoretical materials to the growing body of literature
on women and their education.
to present

possible,

a

Substantively, the aim is

complete and accurate description, as far as

of some women's views of their schooling experi-

ences and its effect on their development as women.
Theoretically, the aim is to gather materials relevant
to various aspects of the relationship between women's

perceptions of their elementary school experiences and
their life-experience so that theories for future explora-

tion might be suggested.
The aim is not to see how any attitude or idea in

particular typifies all women's experiences in elementary

11

school.

As blacks discovered in their analysis of the

black experience so have women discovered that there are
many varieties of the female experience.
will influence many girls differently.

will provide

a

The same teacher

The same classroom

center of excitement for some,

of boredom for others.

an enclosure

The school's influence is differ-

ent for each person and "for all aspects of behavior and

attitudes,

since child rearing and community experiences

interact in complicated ways with response to the school
[p.

121"

(Morrison and McIntyre, 1971).

The quality of

the experience differs for different women.

At the same time,

however,

certain common threads

in the nature of experiencing life exist for women.

By

including the examination of both what are common and
unique aspects of the remembered experiences, one can

understand more deeply how women see their elementary
school experience in relation to the rest of their lives.

The study will be approached through the descrip-

tion and analysis of adult women's feelings about their

elementary school experiences, and their accounts of
those experiences.

12

Delimitations of the Study
This study will have five major delimitations.
First,

the subjects to be interviewed will all be white.

This is not to say that the experience of the black woman
in elementary school is not worth serious and intensive

study.

On the contrary,

it is a

subject needing intensive

investigation if we are to come to grips with the complexities of the female experience.

Blacks will need to be con-

cerned with it too in order to understand the nature of
the effect education has on black children.

And as people,

we need to know more about it in order to understand how
our children grow and interrelate.

But there are several

reasons which justify excluding black women from the sample
Under double oppression,

it

is difficult to sepa-

rate out which oppression has been the strongest influence

on her development.

Though differing personal backgrounds

affect all women, being black in America has carried its

own special burdens,
from others.

and has separated the black woman

Though black and white women hold problems

13

in common

,

complicating factors make inclusion of the

black woman in this study impossible.
Also, existing tensions between blacks and whites

would make it difficult to create an atmosphere of trust
and mutual concern in the interview situation.

While this

may not stand in particular instances, in general the tensions of the times would seem to work against creating the

atmosphere for the interview that is so necessary in this
kind of study.
Second, this study will focus on women between the

ages of twenty and thirty years of age.

Though the cut-off

dates are somewhat arbitrary, they provide important bound-

Women between those ages

aries.
life,

ha/ e

experienced adult

and at the same time they are not so far away from

their elementary school experience that it is ancient
history.
The third delimitation of the study will be

that only the public school experience will be discussed.

Parochial, private and other non-public schools

have certainly contributed a good deal to the educational

.

14

development of women.

But those non-public school experi-

ences deserve consideration in their own right.

The vari-

eties of public schools are in themselves so numerous, that
to include parochial and private schools would add unneeded

complication to the study and introduce variables that
could not be managed.

(Fruitful investigation of various

kinds of schools and their impact on children's behavior
has been made; see,

for example Minuchin

et_

al_.

Limiting this study to public schools provides

,

a

1969)

.

certain

common background to the varying experiences of individual

women
The fourth delimitation of the study will be the
focus on the elementary school.

In some ways,

this focus

will make the study more difficult as it is easier to
recall the high school or even the junior high school

experience.

Not only are those times easier to recall,

but the abilities to conceptualize and to be aware of
moral choices

(Kohlberg,

1964)

are also more developed.

Why pick the elementary school then,
from the present?

a

time so distant

:

15

The elementary school has been chosen because it
is the

first major formal educational experience children

encounter.

It is

"during that period that the young child

comes to grips with the facts of institutional life.

Also

during these formative years he develops adaptive strategies
that will stay with him throughout the balance of his educa-

tion and beyond

vii]

[p.

"

(Jackson,

1968).

Further,

of the major purposes of the elementary school as
social institution is,

as Dreeben (1968)

one

a

has noted,

to bring about developmental changes in the children it

serves
It is an agency of socialization whose task is to
effect psychological changes that enable persons to
make transitions among other institutions; that is,
to develop capacities necessary for appropriate
conduct in social settings that make different kinds
of demands on them and pose different kinds of opportunities [p. 3]
.

The elementary school starts the process of social development that is continued in junior and senior high schools.

The experience,

as the pilot study indicated,

with us for many years; the details,
teacher wore on

a

remains

such as what

a

certain day fifteen years ago, have

10

not escaped us,

as some might have thought.

We need to

record how and what women have remembered from these years
in school,

and what they have done with the memories.

The final major delimitation of this study will
be the focus on social rather than on intellectual

development.

These areas are not always conveniently

distinct; they may interact on some levels.

tinctions shall, however, be made.
for

a

girl

1

s

for example,

how being

a

if the opportunity for

high achiever affects the sense

of self or comfort with sex role will.
a

while the reasons

high academic achievement in elementary school

will not be explored,
study arises,

So,

Certain dis-

While reasons for

girl's difficulty in reading well will not be examined,

how she might remember that difficulty affecting her

behavior in class, or perhaps how

it

might color her memory

of elementary school might be discussed.

Why exclude intellectual development?

To look at

both social and intellectual aspects would be an unmanageable project.
it

The analysis would be so superficial that

would probably serve little use in furthering our

.

17

understanding of that time in
more,

woman’s life.

a

Further-

research on intellectual functioning has begun
to

be reported both sympathetically and from

of view (Jacklin and Maccoby,
1972; Maccoby,

1963; Torrance,

a

woman's point

1972; Girard,

1972; Maccia,

1963),

while the social

development of the elementary school child has not.

Literature on social development has focused on the
nursery school

(Joffee,

1971; and Mowsesian,

Pagnano,

1972),

1972)

1972; Horner,

the high school

(Westervelt,

and the college (Gould and

1969; and Komarovsky,

1946)

.

The

elementary school is too important to be left to the
future

Definition of Terms
The aim of this section is to bring the reader
and researcher onto more common ground.

There are several

terms which will be used in this study that might be confusing.

At the outset, then,

it

must be explained how

these terms will be used in the research.
terms will be defined:

The following

18
(1)

"perceptions":

fairly narrow sense.

this word will be taken in

As used in this study,

it will

a

mean

those rememberances and recollections of the elementary
school experience that the subjects share with the researcher
in an interview.

Women's perceptions will be taken as

those answers given in response to questions.
(2)

"life-experience":

this term carries more

meaning than simply the varied experiences that make up

person's life.

Since what is learned from one experience

can affect how one perceives or acts in
a

a

a

situation later,

deeper dimension to the more chronological stringing up

of experience upon experience develops.

That dimension is

the pattern that emerges from knowledge gained from one

experience as it is applied to later experiences.
we speak of the relationship between

a

When

woman's percep-

tions of her elementary schooling and her life-experience,
it is this pattern to which we refer.
(3)

"elementary school experience":

ways in which one could interpret this term.
study,

there are many
In this

it will be taken to mean in— class experiences,

19

playground experiences, play experiences with school
friends outside of school,

and social interactional experi-

ences in general as long as they relate to school.

It

will not include brother-sister or family experiences

unless they relate in some way to the schooling experience.

The pilot study has indicated, however, that fam-

ily and school experiences at that age are inextricably

mixed.
(4)

"socialization":

this process has been defined

in many ways by current social thinkers.

variations,
it

is

on

a

Despite some

superficial level many have agreed that

"the process by which individuals acquire the

knowledge,

skills,

and dispositions that enable them to

participate as more or less effective members of groups
and the society"

(Brim,

1966).

seen as intrinsic to the life of

Socialization has been
a

society (Clausen,

1968b)

Human society is dependent on a measure of consensus among its members consensus about goals
to be sought and the means of seeking to attain
them.
Consensus emerges througli communication;
it rests upon shared symbols and norms which are
acquired as part of the process of socialization

—

[p.

31

.

.

20

Xn this study,

the term wiil be tsksn to

ths process

iTisan

by which people are educated to fit into and continue the
life of

a

society.

(5)

"career":

the concept of career has been used

by qualitative sociologists because it organizes
life around process,

around

and the change implied,

series of more static roles.

a

a

person's

rather than

Perhaps the most

familiar definition of "career" was offered by Everett

Hughes (1937) of the "Chicago School" of sociology:

Objectively ... a series of statuses and clearly
defined offices
typical sequences of position,
achievement, responsibility, and even of adventure.
Subjectively, a career is the moving perspective in which the person sees [her] life as a whole
and interprets the meaning of [her] various attributes, actions, and the things which happen to
.

.

.

.

.

.

[her]

In this study the term "career" will be used for that

part of

a

woman's life spent in elementary school.

will refer both to what happened to her there,
remembered,

as it is

and what her feelings were as she underwent

the experience.
could,

It

A woman's career in elementary school

therefore, be referred to by adjectives such as

"happy," "lonely," "mixed," "uneventful" and so forth.

.

Significance of the Study
The most important outcome of this study will be
to make available baseline data which has never before

been gathered.

For the first time women's views of their

elementary school experiences will be included in the
growing body of literature on women and their education.
These perceptions form the basis from which theories can
be generated and hypotheses suggested about the relation-

ships of those perceptions to the life-experiences of
women.

This exploratory study will begin to formulate

ways to gain perspective on women's elementary educational

experiences
A second outcome of this study will be to help

make the voices heard.

As

a

group that lacks power in

this country, the perspective of women has not generally

been included in research.

This study will add that

perspective to the literature already available on women
and their education.
Third,

the study is significant because it offers

the kind of theoretical material which can help to locate

f
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this moment in time in terms of its meaning for the internal life as well as the external career of

women.

It

variety of

is an attempt to enlarge our understanding and

make our experience more sensible (Mills,
women,

a

1959).

For

the research is geared toward putting our individ-

ual lives and our own thoughts in

a

social perspective:

the individual can understand his own experience
and gauge his own fate only by locating himsel
within his period, he can know his own chances
in life only by becoming aware of all individuals in his circumstances [p.51.

Certainly, this study will make available to women and
their isolated experiences,

a

continuity of experience

within which they may find themselves.
hope this study can offer

a

In that way,

I

political and social analysis

to what we already know of the woman in America.

CHAPTER

II

REVIEW OF LITERATURE
How can data which reports women's perceptions of
their elementary school experiences be analysed so that

it

might make our own experience more sensible and our under-

standing enlarged, goals which C. Wright Mills (1959)

gested should be the purpose of any research?

sug-

It is vital

in examining any data to be able to posit the new informa-

tion in context with what has previously been studied.

Certainly the perspective of this study gains clarity
when

it

is examined against the background of existing

research in the areas tangential to the focus of this
research.

Excluding the literature on methodology, which

will be discussed in the next chapter, the areas of

research which need to be examined are:
1.

Women and education.

2.

The effect of schooling on the social

development of children.
3.

Sex-differences and sex-role development.
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Problems in researching conflict-laden

4.

issues such as sex-role development and

other women's issues.

These four areas will be covered in the review of literature

.

1

Education and Women

.

The available literature on the effects of our

educational process on women reaches back, of course,
into the previous century when earlier feminists were

struggling for the admittance of women into institutions
of higher education

.

More recently, examination of the con-

temporary educational scene reaches back into the forties.
At that time

a

study was made (Komarovsky, 1946)

to

examine what has been called more recently the "double-bind
syndrome.

"

The study,

College women,

in its examination of Barnard

found that women commonly face mutually

exclusive expectations in their adult sox roles.

Though

some of the subjects were able to play vacillating roles,
all suffered from the uncertainty and insecurity that

were the personal manifestations of cultural conflict.
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Komarovsky

s

study was ons of the fsw which

examined demands made on women in an educational setting from the point of view of the women themselves.

The study presented as its findings data which validated
as

a

perspective the incompatabil ity of the demands of

women reported experiencing to succeed academically and
to remain an attractive marriage partner.
It was not until the last

several years that,

due to the influence of women who felt that too little

attention was being paid to the effects schooling had on
girls,

literature of this type again began to appear.

The change in the use of language in the analysis of the
school and sex differences becomes visible if literature

that was written both before and after the advent of the

women's liberation movement is examined.

This is not to

say that the language changed drastically in the late

sixties (Torrance,
pattern),

but

1963 certainly would not fit this

rather that,

on the whole,

a

different

perspective on women in the schools is reflected in the
language that appears.

s
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The November,
iric

1966 issue of The National Elementary

ipa 1 was devoted entirely to "Sex Differences and the

School.

"

Articles examined creativity, and teacher-pupil

interaction as well as the general area of sex— di f ferences
in intellectual functioning.
a

One article,

which reported

discussion between several elementary school principals

and superintendents of school districts
1966)

,

(Wilson et al.

,

illustrates a way of articulation that was most

common before the women'

s

on stereotypic thinking.

movement began to have an effect
The article recognizes that

social influences affect children'

s

adherence to activ-

ities which are identified as appropriate to their sex
role:

"The older the children were,

the more inhibitions

they felt and the sharper the differences [between the
boys and girls] became

[p.

8j."

Wilson and her colleagues

ask whether or not sex-segregated classes might not be

better educationally for both boys and girls because the
individual needs of both might better be met.

"Individ-

ual needs," however, seems to translate into stereotyped

sex-role needs and so in spite of the article'
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professed commitment to individual differences,
oriented towards boys and what is good for boys.
Epstein,

for example,

article,

reports the instance of

is
Jack.

one of the discussants in the

and girls were separated,
the boys'

it

class where the boys

sex-wise,

teacher brought in

boys were really excited.

a

a

for reading.

One day

box of earthworms and the

The teacher was able to plan

reading activities around the earthworms that held the
boys'

attention.

time planning

a

The same day, the girls spent their

party for the boys and what refreshments

they would have.
a

Epstein comments:

whole class of children planning

peanut butter and

jel ly

"So often,
a

we have

party and serving

sandwiches when the boys might

well be far more interested in an entirely different

activity

[p.

10] ."

The built-in bias towards the individ-

ual needs of the girls seems self-evident here.

This same focus on the importance of examining
what happened to boys in school

is

illustrated in the

appearance of articles in the early sixties with titles
similar to one written by Patricia

Sexton which appeared

—

.

28

in the Saturday Review

,

"Schools are Emasculating Our Boys.

As two educators recently commented (Sadker and Sadker,
1972)

review of the educational literature does not

"A

:

disclose articles that ask,

Daughters?

'

'Is School Destroying Our

Educators have not spent as much time worry-

ing about what happens to girls in elementary schools

until very recently,

that is

[p.

431."

The change in the language of analysis of the
schools is partly reflected in the issuance of reports by

commissions on women and education.

A report of

a

Pennsylvania state task force on Sexism in Education
(1972)

stated at the beginning of its report that:

Sexism is an integral part of American society,
and so of the educational system.
Roles in the
system are defined by sex. These roles place
women in a secondary position, as inferior beings
incapable of decision-making or of responsibility
for matters affecting their own lives fp. 31
The report then proceeds to point to sex-stereotyping in

textbooks,

instructional materials and teacher attitudes,

calling for equality of education for all as one of the

bases of

a

democracy.

.
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A report of the Citizens Advisory Council on the

Status of Women (1972) reports on the "Need for Studies
of Sex Discrimination in Public Schools."

The report

listed single-sex schools; single-sex or practically

single-sex courses in co-educat ional schools; physical
education,

sports and other extracurricular activities;

textbooks,

library books and other curriculum aids; the

promotion of teachers; and counseling as areas which
should be investigated in regard to sex discrimination.

What is interesting in the language of this report,

is

that it not only reports findings of research it carried
out,

but also it relies upon the testimony of some of its

women members as part of the basis for its findings:
That discrimination is qenerally prevalent in
public school systems .is borne out by recommendations of some State Commissions on the Status of
women, reports on the media, personal experiences
of Council members, and experiences of other men
and women interested in the status of girls and
women [p. 4]

Perhaps one of the largest influences the women's movement has had on research of sex roles has been the input

of personal testimony and the insistence that what many
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women had thought for years were personal and isolated
experiences were actually shared by many women in many
different situations and, hence, were political issues.

Reports on sex discrimination in public schools
in New York City

(prepared by the National Organization

for women,

and in Ann Arbor, Michigan (prepared by

1971)

the Committee to Eliminate Sexual Discrimination in the

Public Schools,

1971)

document the extent of its existence

in each of those cities by systematic surveys of the public

schools.

In addition,

the New York Board of Regents recently

position paper on Equal Opportunity for Women

issued

a

(1972)

which amplifies on the NOW report for the State of

New York.
Recent literature on women and schooling does more

than survey the public school systems in this country to
critique issues of sex-role stereotyping.

Articles on

women and schools have been published recently which
attempt to point to the deeper and more subtle aspects of

the schools' effects on children (Westervelt, 1971;
Minuchin, 1972; and Sadker and Sadker, 1972).

.
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Wester velt discusses the effect of social expectations on social behavior:
The fact that many individuals appear to behave
and think of themselves in ways which fit the
expectations in at least a general sense (individual variations are actually great) is a function of
the fact that human beings are the most social of
all animals and acquire important aspects of their
identities through participation in the social roles
made available to them.
They therefore tend to act
toward others and toward themselves in ways which
fit at least the outside limitations of role
expectations [p. 3)

Before girls enter elementary school, they have

already begun to acquire the core of

a

model for sex

differences in roles and behaviors from parents and television.

By the time they enter elementary school,

model gains "new demensions.

"

this

Westervelt points to the

potential of the educational system to help change the
social condition of American women.
mayed,

however,

The author is dis-

at the way the schools presently per-

petuate "the systematic attrition of feminine potential."
She calls for

"a

great deal of 'consciousness-raising'

about the realities of women's lives in the training

of elementary school teachers

[p.

61."

"
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Patricia Minuchin (1972) examines the issue of
how the schools can help to educate what she calls

liberated woman,

"one who can make personally meaningful

choices about the pattern of her life
asks,

a

fp.

199]."

She

"What kind of education might facilitate the

development of

a

woman capable of meaningful choices and

the active implementation of

a

pattern?

focus on the elementary

schools,

purpose:

[p.

200]

.

In her

personal life style and

she identifies four goals as important
1)

the minimization of stereotypes;

2)

for this

the pro-

vision of broad exposure to experiences, ideas, and models;
3)

greater education in skills for choice, problem solv-

ing and evaluation; and

4)

enhancement of self-

differentiation and self-knowledge.
The Sadkers (1972) point to what Philip Jackson

has called the "hidden curriculum" as the main source of

sex-role learning.

It is the very experience of the

schooling process which helps to shape awareness of

appropriate sex— role behavior.
interaction,

And in teacher —student

one of the mainstays of the hidden

.
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curriculum, the reinforcement of appropriate behaviors
is difficult to resist:

Girls are rewarded for silence and neatness and
conformity.
They are reinforced for docile compliance to school rules and norms. As a result,
the learning process is hampered, for in order to
gain rewards
intellectual challenge is
avoided
For good grades and teacher praise,
the grade school girl bargains away her willingness to deal with challenging material and difficult problems [p. 43]
.

.

.

....

The Sadkers,

mentioned,

as well as other critics that have been

take for granted the existence of sexual dis-

crimination and attempt to go deeper into the problem in
order to describe some of its more subtle aspects.

Many studies have examined the teacher-student
relationship in terms of sex differences.
Meyer and Thompson (1963)

A study by

showed that boys received

more disapproval or blame than girls did--but also more

approval and praise than girls.
out over

a

The study was carried

year in three sixth-grade classrooms with

women teachers.
Another study (Spaulding, 1963) showed that not
only did teachers give more blame and disapproval to boys.
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but that also they interacted more with boys than girls on

every one of four major categories of teaching behavior:
approval,

approval

instruction,

listening to children, and dis-

In Spaulding's study,

.

seven categories existed

for the kinds of behaviors that the teachers disapproved

violation of rules, the personal qualities of the

of:

child,

or

a

thoughtlessness, task mechanics, lack of knowledge
lack of attention,

skill,

and poor housekeeping.

"Lack of attention" was the biggest category of dis-

approval,

40 percent

for both boys and girls.

But another

40 percent of the total disapproval was received by girls

for "lack of knowledge or

a

skill"

("No,

Mary,

not 241"),

while for boys, this reason carried only 26 percent of the
time.

The tone of voice was different for the voicing of

disapproval.

The teacher's tone was more harsh and angry

with boys, more normal with girls.

The boys, then,

appear

to receive more of the teacher's active attention than

girls do.

Sears et al

.

(1966)

questions whether this is

"because they demand more attention from the teacher than
do the passive dependent girls?

[p.

311."
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Sears (1963) conducted another study which substan-

tiated Spaulding's findings; she found that bright fifth
and sixth grade girls were significantly lower than boys
of the same intelligence in their own self-concepts of

mental ability.

She speculates on what the social learn-

ing consequences might be of her findings:

One consequence might be a cumulative increase in
independent, autonomous behavior by boys as they
are disapproved, praised, listened to, and taught
more actively by the teacher.
Another might be a
lowering of self-esteem generally for girls as they
receive less attention and are criticized for their
lack of knowledge and skill [p. 31].

These findings are buttressed by earlier findings (Lippitt
and Gold,

1959)

which showed that teachers were more sup-

portive and less critical to girls judged low on social
power (the ability to get other children to follow)
to low-power boys.

than

The expectations of the teachers,

in

other words, were much more goal -oriented for boys than
for girls.

Sears et

al_.

(1966)

,

summarized the characteristics

of children who satisfy teachers.

Bright boys were liked

if they were friendly and self-sufficient.

The teacher
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liked boys of average ability who were affiliative and had

dependent motivation, good feelings of confidence, and
solid work habits.

"If the boy has only average abilitv,

these characteristics may permit the maximum influence by
the teacher.

boys

33]

[p.

Independence is not so much desired for these
."

Teachers liked girls who showed good student

behavior and were friendly.

"Work habits should be good in

the girl of average ability, but are not so important for
the bright girl."

The emphasis was on friendly agreeable

qualities for both groups of girls.

Teacher-student interaction is only one aspect of
the teacher-student relationship which has been studied.
In one study (Krebs,

1968),

Kohlberg

1

s

Moral Judgment

Inventory and other instruments were used to examine
teachers'

conceptions of student morality.

Teachers

were found to view girls as more moral than boys even
though their viewpoint was not supported by behavioral
evidence.

The authors felt that part of the reason for

this stereotype was due to the greater conformity of
the girls:

.
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Apparently, girls conform to external adult standards
better than boys do. However when these standards
are not clearly indicated by an authority, as is the
case in both the moral judgment inventory and the
cheating tests, girls do not act any more morally
than boys [p 3
.

]

Apparently girls' surrept icious behavior
able as boys'

is not

as notice-

more overt actions.

To get at the relation of sex-role stereotypes to
the self-concepts of lower- and middle-class elementary

school children,

Reed

et_

al_.

,

(1972)

administered the

Piers-Harris Self-Concept Scale to students in grades
three through six from various inner-city and middle-class

Elementary and secondary teachers were asked to

schools.

mark the P-H Scale as "typical" elementary boys (or girls)
would.

In both samples lower- and middle-class boys

tended to view themselves as less anxious than girls,
and the girls reported that they were better behaved than
the boys.

Teachers'

stereotypic self-concept scores did

not differentiate between boys and girls.

Lower-class

girls had lower self-concept scores than lower-class
boys did, but middle-class boys and girls did not differ
in reported self-concept.

.
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Another study which looked at social class and sex
differences (Portuges et al

black and white children,
to fourth grades.

.

,

1972)

randomly sampled 120

ages eight to ten,

from third

The subjects saw films of two types of

teachers, who were distinguished as positive and negative:

Through her influence as a model, the teacher can
present the child with a variety of behaviors which
are incidental or even irrelevant to her educational
objectives. Whether these incidental behaviors are
imitated seems to depend on certain characteristics
of the model and of the child [pp. 981-982)

They found that within each social class, girls imitate
the teacher more than the boys do.
In summation, what many of the studies of teacher-

student interaction with regard to sex differences seem to

demonstrate is that the appearance of greater rewards for
girls in the classroom and greater punishment for boys
is misleading.

The greater interaction between the boys

and the teacher contains potential for growth in boys;

girls seem to sit more on the sidelines.
At the other end of the spectrum

it

has been

argued that school, rather than hurting the potential of
girls,

actually hinders the growth of boys (Kagan, 1964;
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Sexton,

1969)

According to these arguments the schools

.

are excessively female-oriented in the elementary school

years (due to the high percentage of women teachers) and

consequently
repressed.

,

boys

'

naturally" aggressive tendencies are

Sexton goes so far to say that many killers

(such as Sirhan Sirhan) have become "feminized males"

due to schooling and cultural influences,

society is in danger.
out this point.

No research exists,

and that our

however, to bear

Nor has anyone lamented the effects of

a

generally male population of high school teachers on high
school women.

Further, what is "naturally" male behav-

ior is at present under investigation (Stoller,

Hampson,

1965).

1968;

Research seems to indicate that gender is

learned afterbirth and is related only slightly,
biological sense, to actual sex (Stoller,

in

a

1968).

A study which examined whether first- and second-

grade children classified school as essentially masculine
or feminine

(Kagan,

1971a) was done by determining

a

child's association of different school objects with

masculinity or femininity.

The results indicate that
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second-grade children "view common objects in the classroom as more clearly associated with femininity than
masculinity.

Whether it is possible to generalize to

the whole school experience is unclear.

The issue of the sex-orientation of the elementary
school,

and whether or not the elementary school presents

role models for girls and not for boys is an interesting
one.

While most elementary school teachers are indeed

women (84.7 percent according to research carried out by
the National Education Association), only 19.4 percent of

supervisory principals, and 30.2 percent of teaching principals are women (Citizens Advisory Council of the Status
of Women,

1972).

Further,

a

study carried out by the

National Association of Elementary School Principals
showed that while in 1928 women held 55 percent of elemen-

tary school principal ships, by 1968, they held only 22 percent

(Sadker and Sadker)

.

at one level of authority,

men at higher levels.

While school children see women
more often than not, they see

What implications this data con-

tains for the presentation of role models for children
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deserves examination.
Educators have just begun to examine the many
different educational influences on women, and certainly
the need for research at all levels, though especially
at the elementary school level,

from

a

is great.

What emerges

survey of the literature on women and schooling

(specifically in the elementary grades)

research that does exist.

is the lack of

The demand for inquiry into the

effects of schooling on female development has been heard

around the country, and slowly
developing.

a

body of literature is

No literature which examines the process

from the vantage point of women does exist at the elemen-

tary level,

and the addition of retrospective studies might

indicate areas which are important to explore.
2.

The Effects of Schooling on the Social

Development of Children
In examining women's perceptions of their elemen-

tary school experiences,

it

account not only the general

is

important to take into

function of education, but

also how what is learned in school can be differentiated

s

42

from what is learned elsewhere.

For the generation of

theory about the relationship between

woman's percep-

a

tion of her elementary school career and her life-experience

requires

backdrop:

a

What has been determined about the

social learning that occurs in the school setting?

This question must be

been entertained in

it has

a

a

difficult one,

general sense (e.g.,

transmit the culture to the children

reinforce what is learned at home)
as Society

Real

;

,

for though

Schools and Learning

;

,

schools

educates; schools

it

and though titles such

Education for What is

The Role o f the School in American Society

;

and

Society and Education abound, the subject is rarely discussed specifically.

The role of the school in social

life rather than the impact of the school on the social

development of young children has drawn most educators'
attention.

Two educators have, however,

on just these matters:

Learned

i

n .School

(1968)

and Philip Jackson,

Consequences of Schooling" (1970) and L
(1968)

.

in On Wha t I

Robert Dreeben,
,

put their finger

L

fe

in

"The

in Cl a ssrooms
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Before reviewing their major points, however,

quick survey of the general purposes of education
order.

I

is

a

in

present this information with no greater purpose

than illustrating the tremendous contrast between our educational ideals and the day-to-day practice of those standards.

Though more recent discussions of the aims of

education have considered contemporary aspects of the conceptualization,

such as our developing technology and the

practice of channeling (Parsons, 1959; Havighurst
1967; Brookover

e_t

al_

.

,

1969),

_et

al

.

,

perhaps the goals of educa-

tion have been most cogently put by Durkheim (reprinted,
1956)

in the

final years of the nineteenth century.

After

considering the different purposes and concepts of education over the centuries and around the world, he extracted
the thread that he saw common to all of the seemingly

different goals he had described.

The general goal of

education, he wrote, was to educate toward the society's

picture of an ideal citizen.
In spite of the fact that many commentators on

the educational and social scene have pointed out that
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education in this country actually serves
opposite

f r cm

the goal of Durkheim’

s

a

purpose quite

proverbial good

citizen (Howe and Lauter, 1970; Havinghurst et al.
Clark,

1968; and Friedenberg,

1965),

.

1967;

it is this purpose

which is still the commonly- stated and widely-believed
goal of the American educational system.

The Education

Policies Commission of the Office of Education,

for example,

issued a statement on "The Central Purpose of American

Education"

(1961) which echoes Durkheim'

s

view:

Seen throughout all the goals of education (the
development of individuality, self-realization,
human relationships, economic efficiency, and
the central purpose of
civic responsibility)
education today is the development of rational
powers to create the freedom of mind necessary
for dealing with traditional tasks as well as
with recent changes [p. 3j.
,

Whether the stated goals or the daily practices of our
educational system more truly reflect the function of the
schools in our society is worthy of discussion on its own
account.

But if, as Durkheim asserted, education is "the

means by which society prepares, within the children, the

essential conditions of its very existence," what happens
minds
in the schools and how these happenings linger in the
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of our schooled adults takes on a kind of ultimate
importance.

The effect of schooling, then,

on the social

development of our society's children ends neither at the
ringing of the bell nor at graduation, but remains with us
in one way or another

as shall be illustrated in the words

,

of forty women, through adulthood.

What is the role of the school in regard to social
development?

Until recently, educators have focused most

of their academic attention on instruction.

But schooling

connotes a broader experience than what textbooks can tell,
or teachers explain.

Students may learn the "3 R's," but

they also learn what participation in a social institution
entails.

And these rules of participation demand a psycho-

logical adjustment which may, in the end, have a greater
impact on the student than what is learned from books.
Both Dreeben and Jackson, who consider directly
the nature of what social norms are learned in school,

hesitate to appear too definitive in their attempts to
isolate what the school
teaches.

(over other social institutions)

Dreeben (1968) maintains that "the state of
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psychological knowledge has not yet developed to the point
where it is possible to indicate just how children learn

what they do from their experience in
settings

[p.

5

]

.

"

a

variety of social

The reports of many of the women inter-

viewed for this study also indicate the difficulty of

separating certain childhood feelings into the separate
categories of home and school.

Jackson too (1970) has

written regarding the social lessons of schools that
"though they may all be school related, we have no way of

knowing exactly to what extent they are school-caused
[p.

8]."

For certainly child-rearing practices and com-

munity experiences affect the school'
on each child.
(as the

s

degree of influence

As the interviews with women made plain

following chapters reveal)

,

the school experience

was eclipsed in the lives of several of the subjects due
to overwhelming family problems.

The school as envisioned by both Dreeben and Jackson

serves different functions from the family even though the
goals of both social settings are similar.

themselves are different in terms of:

1)

The settings

boundaries and

size of social settings;

ships;
4)

3)

2)

duration of social relation-

the relative numbers of adults and non-adults;

the composition of non-adult characteristics;

composition of adult characteristics; and
of a child among non-adults

(Dreeben,

6)

1968).

5)

the

the visibility

These differ-

ences affect the way in which the socialization process
occurs.

So while a child is evaluated at home by his

parents and his brothers and sisters, it does not become
"official" until he or she starts school.

There,

the

child is initiated into the facts of institutional life.

While they are in school children must learn to live without the assurance of adult acceptance that is so often

taken for granted at home.

Each child becomes part of

a

classroom where the evaluations, praise and reprimands are
constantly made public (Jackson, 1968).

In this way,

the

school serves as a link between the private life of the
family and the public life of the adult

(Dreeben,

1968).

The schooling process also serves as a transitional

phase linking stages in the life cycle.

The child begins

to learn how people are judged and evaluated

(Dreeben,

1968)

,
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The public and collective nature of the classroom,
the visibility of its members to each other, and
the parity among them, provide opportunities for
each as part of an overwhelming majority to
observe and judge the actions of other members
individually and at the same time observe the
judging process in which the teacher and the
other members participate, a situation wellconstructed for the public sanctioning of individual persons [p. 22 J.

Pupils are continually evaluated and judged as persons.
Children, then, begin to learn social norms in school

b^

the very fact of their participation in this public and

institutionally organized experience.

The pervasive

authority of school personnel, who deny, delay, supply,

keep time and direct traffic among other duties (Jackson,
1971)

,

is difficult to escape or resist.

Dreeben maintains that no other agency

(e.g.

the

family or the church) is as well-suited as the school to

provide the proper climate for the learning of social norms
even though other' agencies contribute to this learning
process.

This climate is due mainly to the social

"properties" of the school:

the public and collective

atmosphere earlier mentioned, the group evaluation process,
the child's need to cope with classroom tasks and situation
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Dreeben feels that in the area of social skills children
learn four main principles or norms:
ment, universalism and specificity.

these norms,

independence, achieveBy learning or acquiring

the children "accept them as legitimate stand-

ards for governing their own conduct in the appropriate

situation

[p.

63]."

Jackson's research focuses on similar issues, but
he has approached the question of social learning in the

school from a somewhat different direction.

His explora-

tions of the social norms children learn is conceptualized
in terms of what he calls the "hidden curriculum.

"hidden curriculum,

"

"

This

which exists alongside of the stated

curriculum, consists of teacher and peer expectations, the

social demands of the classroom, and the manipulations one
learns are needed in such situations of unequal power if one
is to exert influence.

Jackson (1968) is led to ask

whether or not these two curriculums are compatible:
If it is useful to think of there being two curriculums in the classroom, a natural question to ask
about the relationship between them is whether their
joint mastery calls for compatible or contradictory
That is, do the same strengths
personal qualities.
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that contribute to intellectual achievement also
contribute to the student' s success in conformity
to institutionsl expectations? [p. 35 J.

importance this question holds is underscored by the

research on the cultural contraditions of sex roles
fostered by the schools
1971; Baumrind,

3.

(Komarovsky,

1946; Westervelt,

1972).

Relevant Literature on Sex Differences
and Sex Role Development

The literature on sex differences and sex roles is

enormous.

It is pertinent to the subject of this study

only insofar as it helps to relate what the women to be

interviewed tell of their experiences to what research has

discovered in those areas.
be highly selective.

This section, therefore, will

Because this study does not focus on

intellectual development, except for
ings,

a

few important find-

sex differences in intellectual functioning will not

be noted.

Studies have shown that from kindergarten through
fourth grade, girls perform much better than boys on tests,

but from sixth grade through high school, boys excel
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(Tyler
girls'

,

1947; Kagan,

1964).

The relationship between

decline in performance and the onset of puberty
and

its pressures has been noted

(Maccoby,

1966; Kagan,

1964).

It has also been found that boys tend to do better

m

math, and girls better in reading, and that this differ-

ence relates to sex-differentiated performance on the Rod
and Frame Test

(RFT)

and on the Embedded Figures Test

(EFT),

the tools most often employed to measure the degree of a

person's field dependency (Mischel and Mischel, 1971;
Tyler,

1947, Kagan,

1964; and Maccoby,

Some of the

1963).

causes of this difference have begun to be explored from a

feminist viewpoint (Jacklin and Maccoby, 1972).

Tyler

(1947)

found that boys tended to be better in

long-range memory and girls in short-range.

Women also

tend to be better at guessing ages, distinguishing between

types of appearance, and in remembering names and faces
(Tyler,

1947).

This has been attributed to their greater

dependency on others for their sense of well-being, and
their global field approach (Witkin, 1962).

These are

essential findings concerning sex differences in intellectual
functioning.
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Sex role development is a phenomenon which
is not

clearly understood.

Several theories which discuss how

sex-role standards and behaviors develop have
achieved the

greatest prominence.

"Social-learning theory," "identifi-

cation theory" and "cognitive-development theory" are the

most widely known theories which attempt to account for
the socialization of children.

Though each approach gives

emphasis to different factors in the development of sex-roles,

whatever theory

is

followed, agreement does exist as to the

existence of sex- typing,

"the process by which a child

develops role behavior appropriate to his [her] ascribed
gender

(Sears, Rau and Alpert,

1965)."

That children do

learn certain behaviors in regard to sex is agreed.
(1964)

Kagan

distinguishes between sex-role standards and sex-role

identity.

The former refers to publicly shared beliefs

regarding the appropriate characteristics for males and
females, while the latter refers to the degree to which a

person regards him- or her-self as masculine or feminine.
In discussions of sex-role standards, or of the

behavioral expectations of girls, child development experts
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have invariably pointed out that the feminine roles represent limiting and dependent rather than initiating and

aggressive postures.

Kagan (1964) has discussed this

dependency in relation to the different sex- typed behaviors
associated with the two sexes.

He notes that while males

are urged to be aggressive in the face of attack,

pendent, suppressive of strong emotions
anxiety)

,

inde-

(especially

sexually aggressive and in control of repressive

urges, women are supposed to inhibit aggression and open

display of sexual urges, to be passive with men, to be
nurturant to others, to cultivate attractiveness, and to

maintain friendly, socially poised relations with others.
These attributes tend to promote dependency and conformity
in women:

Most of the overt sex- typed responses the girl
must acquire require reactions from other people.
It is almost impossible for a girl to assess
whether she is attractive, socially poised, or
passive with others without continued interaction
The
and feedback from the social environment.
and
to
people
on
dependent
girl is forced to be
court their acceptance in order to obtain those
experiences that help to establish sex-typed
The critical significance of adult
behaviors.
for girls probably contributes
acceptance
and peer

.
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to the greater degree of conformity and concern
with socially desirable behaviors typically found
among females [pp. 151-152].

Her greater dependence on other people forces her to be
more aware of them, and consequently she notices more

quickly what people look like, what they are wearing and
other bits of information that might tell her something

about how to relate to the person.

The boy, however,

is

able to develop many important sex- typed behaviors while

alone

Several studies
1960)

(Brown,

1957; Hartup and Zook,

show that between the ages of three and ten, many

girls would like to be boys or "daddies" but very few boys

would like to be girls or "mommies.
"boys'

"

Also, boys like

toys" better than girls like "girls'

fact, many girls like boys'

toys better

toys," and in

(Mussen,

1969).

Though this study does not point to the fact that toys
meant for boys may simply be more interesting, it does try
to relate the outcome to cultural conditions:
a

reflection of the girls'

"This may be

incipient awareness of the

relative devaluation of the female role in the culture
[p.

711].
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The lower status implied in the female sex role
is reflected in the daily lives of elementary school

students.

As Diana Baumrind

(1972) has pointed out,

it is

common for boys between the ages of six and thirteen to put
girls down and to put each other down for playing with
girls.

Further, she notes that "masculine status is so to be

preferred to feminine status that girls may adopt tomboy
attributes and be admired for doing so, but boys who adopt
feminine attributes are despised as sissies

[p.

164]."

Important studies of sex-typed behavioral attributes were conducted by Sears and his associates and

published in 1965.

Through the use of the It Scale, the

Pictures Test, and the Toy Preference and Satiation Test,
among others, they found that boys showed an earlier and

sharper awareness of what constituted appropriate sex-role
behavior.

They also found that permissiveness with sex

play was correlated with masculinity and lack of permissiveness with femininity for both sexes.
In a retrospective analysis of his studies

(Sears,

1965), Sears noted that mothers treated their sons and

daughters most differently in the area of aggression:
The most significant differences found were with
respect to the handling of aggression.
Girls'
mothers were much less permissive about the
expression of aggressive behavior toward other
neighborhood children or the parents.
Girls
were much less strongly encouraged to fight back
when they were attacked [p. 144].

A study has also shown (Kass, 1964) that taking the

feminine role in games almost always involves less exploration,

less seeking of new experiences, and even less risk-

No matter how much physical activity she may

taking.

display, the choices of action which are open to the girl

diminish as she grows older (Sears et

al.

,

1965).

Sears

also reported, however, that girls who receive a lot of

affection from their fathers tend to be "defeminized" by
that relationship.
In terms of these issues of aggressiveness,

creativity and risk-taking, Patricia Minuchin'

s

report of

her study of sox differences in elementary school children
(1966)

is

interesting.

She and her associates were

especially concerned with the differences in thinking
styles, personality aspects and central concerns of the

.
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boys and girls they tested.

In their study they asked

nine-year old children to perform relatively
unstructured
tasks that called for the application of personal
experiences,

feelings and fantasies to the question at hand.

They had the children,

for example, write letters to

imaginary pen-pals describing themselves and make up titles
for abstract paintings.

The tasks required "the creative

application of ideas and association that come from the
unique experience of the individual.
In terms of thinking styles,

"

they found that among

the nine-year olds the girls were much more responsive on

the tasks than were the boys:

They were more imaginative, more introspective,
more willing to bring personal material into the
open and to react with flights of fantasy where
that was appropriate.
The boys were more
guarded and evasive, more matter of fact, more apt
to stay literally with the demands of a task and
to be relatively unproductive.
More of the girls
could be effective both in problem-oriented situations and in these more free-flowing situations;
even boys who were good problem-solvers and good
school achievers tended often to be restricted and
guarded when the situation demanded more open and
personal thinking [p. 46
.

.

J

.
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How much their performance was valued by the

participants themselves, however, is unclear.

In spite of

their inability to take risks and open up in terms of

thinking styles, in their personality aspects the boys
appeared, as might be expected, more self-confident and

assertive about themselves.

They were:

more unequivocally certain that it' s great to be a
boy; more centered on the 'here and now' of their
current lives.
The girls were more diffident about
their accomplishments, their popularity, and their
general adequacy.
They were not always so enthusiastic about the advantages of being a girl; mare
often than boys, they looked to their adolescent
and adult futures with interest and involvement
[p.

47].

What their futures have to bring, of course,
question entirely, but often

is another

it is difficult to live fully

in the present if it is clear to a young girl, as Baumrind

has pointed out

(1972),

that femininity and being female is

socially devalued by members of both sexes.

Perhaps the

brighter girls face greater conflict if Kohlberg'
Zigler's conclusions

(1967)

s

and

that sex-role attitudes are

learned early by bright children are correct.

In this

light it is reasonable to expect that "very bright girls
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will learn self-defeating attitudes even earlier and

better than other girls

[p.

166]"

(Baumrind, 1972).

The central concerns of girls and boys were found

by Minuchin and her associates (1966) to vary greatly:
The girls of our study were more oriented toward
people than the boys were; human interaction and
relationship seemed to constitute a more central
theme in their lives.
The boys were more organized
around power, active assertion, competition and

mastery

[p.

47].

The similarities between these concerns and the attributes

associated by Kagan (1964) with sex-typed behaviors are
apparent.

That they are so clearly defined by the elementary

years is discouraging if one is interested in counteracting
sex-role stereotyping.

Certain economic and social conditions have been
found to affect conformity to conventional sex-role expectations.

One study showed that "lower class" boys and girls

conform more to sex-role expectations than do middle-class
boys and girls

(Mussen,

1969).

Another study showed that

among girls, the higher the educational level of the

-family,

the greater her involvement in traditionally masculine

activities

(Kagan,

1964).

s
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In the area of sex roles and the image of the

healthy person, a study (Broverman et al

.

,

1970)

found that

attributes regarded as healthy for an adult, sex unspecified

(and so presumably viewed from an ideal,

absolute

standpoint) were more often considered healthy or

"appropriate" for men than for women.

When women exhibited

those traits that were associated with the ideal person,

they were considered to be unhealthy.

These traits

included aggressiveness and independence.

also indicated that

s

The research

tareotypically masculine traits are

more often perceived as socially desirable than are attri-

butes which are stereotypically feminine.

Phyllis Chester'

recent study (1972) raises more questions about the correlation between "mental illness"

(or

mental health) and the

sex of the person in question.
The literature on sex differences and the nature
of sex roles which has just been reviewed comprises the

major works which must be discussed as background to

a

study which focuses on women and their elementary school
experiences.

Most of the research that has been mentioned

.
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and that exists is, as Hochschild

(1973)

has pointed out,

either survey research, or secondary analysis of
Little participant observation appears.

it.

None of the

studies that have been mentioned in this review has

included the method of participant observation, and only
a

few

(Komarovsky,

1946; Gould and Pagano,

1972; and Sears,

Maccoby and Levin, 1957) have been partially qualitative
in method.

A review of the literature on sex roles reflects
four main perspectives

(Hochschild,

1973).

The first per-

spective concerns the nature of sex differences, and many
of these studies have been done by psychologists.

This

review of literature has reported on many of these kinds
of studies
Brown,

(see,

for example, Tyler,

1957; Hartup and Zook,

1960).

1947; Witkin,

1962;

The second and most

common perspective looks at sex roles and the norms which

govern them.

Again, this perspective is reflected in the

literature discussed in this section of the study (for
example, Kagan,
1965)

1964; Mussen,

1969; Sears, Rau and Alpert,
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The third perspective Hochschild distinguishes

examines women as a minority group.

The ideology behind

this perspective is not clearly reflected in this review
of literature though it is important to take into considera-

tion in an examination of women

1

s

behavior and attitudes

that is concerned with understanding the nature of that

behavior and those attitudes.

The minority perspective is

most clearly persented in Helen Hacker'

Minority Group" (1951).

s

"Women as

a

Hacker takes as the definition

of a minority group:

any group of people who because of their physical
or cultural characteristics, are singled out from
others in the society in which they live for differential and unequal treatment, and who therefore
regard themselves as objects of collective discrimination [p. 60 ].
She analyzes the many ways in which women,

minority groups,

like other

fit this pattern of living.

Women often

manifest one of the major psychological characteristics
of minority groups--self-hatred.
in the person'

s

"This feeling is exhibited

tendency to denigrate other members of the

group, to accept the dominent group'

s

stereotyped conception
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of them, and to indulge in me a culpa breast-beating

[p.

61].

"

That women often put other women down, that they dislike
having women for bosses and superiors and that they see
themselves as less capable and more emotional than men are
good examples of this relationship.
spective,

In the minority per-

then, women are seen to exhibit the behaviors of

a group denied full participation in the society and given

unequal treatment and rights.
The fourth perspective, which is oriented toward
the politics of caste,

includes many of the same socio-

logical precepts as those underlying the minority perspective.
Perhaps one of the best exponents of this view is Kate

Millet

(

Sexual Politics

,

1970).

Both perspectives look at

the behavioral traits of women as a group and at the

importance of the socialization process in developing and

encouraging these attributes.

The major distinguishing

factor in the "politics of caste" perspective, however, is
the notion of power.

It is the manipulation of power and

how the power of majority attitudes is maintained which

characterizes the ideas of this viewpoint.

The perspectives
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of different groups in society, then,
a

can be seen to be

political creed based on certain value systems (rather

than on biology)

.

A comparison between the ascribed attri-

butes of blacks and women show how the same traits are

usually associated with both groups (Millet, 1970):
These traits include inferior intelligence, an
instinctual or sensual gratification, an emotional
nature both primitive and childlike, an imagined
prowess in or affinity for sexuality, a contentment with their own lot which is in accord with
a proof of its appropriateness, a wily habit of
deceit, and concealment of feeling.
Both grcu ps
are forced to the same accommodational tactics:
an ingratiating or supplicatory manner invented to
please, a tendency to study those points at which
the dominant group are subject to influence or
corruption, and an assumed air of helplessness
involving fraudulent appeals for direction through
a show of ignorance [p. 57].
The "politics of caste" perspective would not emphasize the

psychological shortcomings that minority group status
inflicts on women.

Rather, it examines the nature of male

supremacy and the covert ways in which women deal with the
power struggle in which they find themselves.
The social perspectives from which different

research on women emerges constitutes an important part of
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the growing body of literature on women'

Research has never existed in

s

place in society.

vacuum, it is always

a

affected by the social context of the times and the perspectives of the researchers.
as C. Wright Mills noted

which are studied.

Values are always involved,

(1959),

in the selection of problems

It is important for us to know the dif-

ference in attitude characterizing a study which focuses
on "male supremacy" as opposed to one which might examine

female inferiority or "the female problem.
4.

"

Problems of Researching "Women'

s

Issues"

The researcher who would pick for a subject a

social issue which is laden with controversy (the war in
Vietnam, the American Indian, the military-industrial complex,
woman'

s

role

— to

name only a few) and who examines the issue

from the point of view of the unrepresented or powerless,

must be prepared to face the charge of "bias.

"

Why this

charge must be faced and how it relates to the values underlying research has been discussed by Howard Becker in his

essay "Whose Side Are We On (1970c)."

These concerns are

central to a study of this kind which purports to examine

.

6G
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schooling experience from a single point of view

(though there are many individual variations in the

cluster) which researchers have traditionally ignored.

Becker first broaches the question of whether or
not it is possible or helpful to hold values in sociological

research.

He suggests that the dilemma is in fact a false

one because research is always a product of certain values

whether the researcher makes them explicit or whether they
are implicit and perhaps not easily discernible.

Sociol-

ogists who make explicit their values are sometimes charged

with "bias," and Becker feels that behind these charges

a

pattern can be distinguished:

When do we accuse ourselves and our fellow sociologists of bias? I think an inspection of representative instances would show that the accusation
arises, in one important class of cases, when the
research gives credence, in any serious way, to the
perspective of the subordinate group in some hierarchical relationship [p. 125].
The assumption that subordinates have as much right to be

heard as "responsible officials" is upsetting to those

officials

,
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Becker explains this assumption by the
concept of
a

"hierarchy of credibility.

"

This means that the highest

members of a group, or the members of the highest
group
feel that they have the right to define a situation,
while

those lower members do not.

In a prison, consequently,

the warden and guards feel that they have more of a
right

to explain prison conditions than do the inmates, who are
the lowest in the hierarchy.

A study of a prison from the

point of view of these officials would not be charged with
bias.

The officials,

book to be "neutral.

"

in fact, would probably consider the

An investigation of a prison from

the point of view of the inmates, however, would provoke
the charge of bias due to this notion of the "hierarchy
of credibility.

"

Even though in a particular instance the

study from the inmates' viewpoint may more accurately

describe conditions, it must still be made clear that the
study was undertaken from a certain point of view.
the politics of prisons,
the prisoner'

s

it may be more important to hear

point of view

tions must be emphasized.

Given

(as victim)

,

but the limita-

As Becker has said:

We can

G8
I

think,

satisfy the demands of our science by always

making clear the limits of what we have studied

,

marking

the boundaries beyond which our findings cannot safely be

applied

[p.

133]."

This study may be faced with similar problems.
From the point of view of a generally unrepresented and

socially powerless group (women), in the face of educational
and research institutions almost entirely controlled by
men,

and in the context of a time when women have begun

to join together to make their voices heard, this study

could provoke the charge of bias.

But believing that the

views of all participants in our social

institutions must

be presented and heard in order to develop a truly repre-

sentative body of literature, realizing that the views of
those affected by institutions are vital if we are to

change those institutions, convinced that women must

examine their role in society, and heedful of Dr.
warning,
arise.

I

Becker's

feel confident to face any charges that might
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In the more specific area of sex differences,

there are also questions of bias that arise.

Some of

these issues relate to methodological aspects of the
research.

First, a recent study prepared for the American

Educational Research Association (AERA) proposed that sex
differences were exaggerated in the literature because
the studies showing sex differences were continually

cited, while those showing no differences were ignored
"and perhaps not published

(Jacklin and Maccoby,

1972."

In this way, a biased picture of the differences between
the sexes is presented.
is on male subjects

Most research in social science

(Hochschild,

1973).

But significant

findings on males and females are often ignored (Carlson,
1972)

Second,

in some of the major studies,

variations

within the sex have been greater than those between the
sexes.

The Rod and Frame Test and the Embedded Figures

Test are the tests most used to measure the amount of field

dependency in a person.

High field dependency has been

associated with dependent behavior characteristic of females,

.
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while low field dependence indicates the independent

behavior characteristic of males.
ates

(1962)

Witkin and his associ-

report consistent sex differences on the RFT

and EFT only from the age of seventeen and older, but the

variations within each sex have been greater than the

consistent differences between the sexes (Mischel and

Mischel

1971

,

)

Third, Jacklin and Maccoby

that boys
a

(cross-culturally

)

higher rate than girls do.

(1972) have reported

tend to drop out of school at
So when the intellectual

abilities of boys and girls are compared, a heterogeneous

cross-section of girls is being compared to
of boys,

a

select group

and consequently, boys may show higher test scores.

This possibility certainly needs further research.

These are three problems concerning the methodology
of researching sex differences that have been raised recently.

Another question of bias relates more to the substance of
the research itself.

As Hochschild

(1973) has noted,

"some

research on such social problems as mental illness, juvenile
delinquency, and overpopulation focuses on the problems
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women cause rather than on the ones they have
In a study of bias in sex research

(Girard,

[p.

1972),

250 J.

"

the

author found that several aspects of the way research on
sex differences was conducted tend to produce bias in the

research itself.

She found,

in an examination of more

than twenty studies, that most of the research tended to
be descriptive in nature, dealing only with the manifesta-

tions of sex differences.

This failure to examine the

causes of these differences resulted in the confusion of
the social and biological foundations for the differences.

Another problem she discovered was that the

research showed the normal socialization process negatively
affects the intellectual, social and emotional development
of women.

Though this was reflected in the data, it had

not emerged into the change processes themselves.

Still another example of the bias in the research
was reflected in the use of language.

The terminology used

to discuss sex differences was not neutral; words like

"distinctly masculine traits" and "appropriate sex behaviors

tended to categorize areas which were somehow right for one
sex and not the other (Girard, 1972).

s
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This approach reflects too little the social

origins of sex roles.

And as others have suggested,

cultural concepts are not nature's law.

"They are created

by human beings and abolished by human beings
1971).

"

(Westervelt,

Again the problem of neutrality arises here for

the language is not neutral.

To say,

for example,

that

women are expressive and men instrumental, as Parsons
(1959) has done,

is more than a

description of behavior,

since our society values instrumental behaviors more highly

than expressive ones.

This point becomes even clearer when

it is noted that other groups described as expressive in

sociological literature are also powerless:

blacks,

especially when they riot or rebel, students, especially

when they demonstrate, non-whites in general, and old people
(Bart,

1971).

This review has examined literature which touches,
in one way or another, on the subject of this study:

perceptions of their elementary school experiences.

women'

Find-

ings which are presented in later chapters can be examined
in light of material that has been summarized here.

One

7 3

of the most obvious conclusions, perhaps,

that can be drawn

from this chapter is that literature which examines

woman

1

s

a

experiences in elementary school from her point of

view does not exist.

This missing perspective is important

as increasing attention is paid to the degree of influence

an environment or setting has on those with whom it comes
in contact.

s

CHAPTER III

METHODOLOGY
As citizens and scholars became interested a few

years ago in the life-experiences of blacks, and as blacks
insisted that their tradition of literature and music, and
their historical perspective had been excluded from the

mainstream of the American cultural tradition,

a

number of

books, publications of research— in general a proliferation
of materials on "black studies "--began to appear.

The

publishing industry capitalized on the public outpouring
of interest, and at times, it was difficult to distinguish

scholarly material from hastily put-together writings that
a

publisher thought would sell.
The women'

pattern.

s

movement seems to be enacting

a

similar

Where once it was nearly impossible to find

writings on many issues relating to feminism, women'

history and other cultural aspects of what it means to be
a

woman in American society, now almost all bookstores

have set aside a section of their shelves for literature
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that they usually title "Women

1

s

Liberation.

"

And while

the new availability has meant that writings about
women
and society have finally been considered important, and

are capturing the serious interest of many, at the same

time some of the recent books appear to have been published
to make a buck" rather than to add substantive new

materials to the developing body of literature on women
and society.

The would-be researcher on women'

s

issues is faced

with a serious question if she would add to the existing
research:

what purpose should new research serve?

once having answered that question,

And

she must ask herself

whether the research she proposes to add to what is already

known fulfills that purpose to any degree.

Her work, other-

wise, may be judged fashionable rather than serious.

Perhaps the most important way the question can be
put to the reader is:

way?

does the material enlighten in any

Social theorists have formulated this issue in other,

more significant ways, but in the end, the problem is
"enlightenment.

"

C.

Wright Mills has suggested that the
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purpose of a piece of research or social analysis should
be to enlarge our understanding and make our experience

more sensible

(1959).

In terms of the nature of sex roles

in our society, women have begun to ask how each of their

lives connects with the lives of other women.

For as

Mills has suggested, the individual can understand her own
experiences and gauge her own fate only by locating herself

within her period,

"that [shej can know [her] own chances

in life only by becoming aware of those of all individuals
in

[her] circumstances

Lp-

5]."

Women's experience

becomes more "sensible" as women begin to see their indi-

vidual experiences as part of the larger experience of

woman in society.

It is to this larger experience that

this research speaks.

Thomas and Znanicki (1958) and their famous study
of the Polish Peasant in Europe and America also speak to
the need of research and analysis to enlighten others:

scientific generalizations are productive
and valuable only in so far as they help to discover certain relations between various classes of
the generalized data and to establish a systematic
.

.

.
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classification by a logical subordination and
co-ordination of concepts: a generalization which
bears no relation to others is useless [V. 1, p. 29].

1

These "generalizations," as they have been called, must

help us to make sense out of what we see around
our lives.

us,

out of

A study of women's perceptions of their ele-

mentary school experiences must, according to these
requirements, make connections between different aspects
of women'

s

experiences in school as well as relate that

new information to the context of women in society.

Numerous "ways" to knowledge exist, none of which
are completely adequate,

to explain all

in themselves,

situations or circumstances.

if the social

Our task,

theorists mentioned above are to be taken seriously, is
to arrive at a choice of methodology that facilitates an

understanding of women'
school experiences.

s

perceptions of their elementary

Whatever method or perspective one

chooses must not be assumed to be the single method that

will provide

a

narrow course to "truth.

in his book about "ways to knowledge"

"

As Royce explained

(1964)

,

people arrive

at "understandings" or "truth" in a variety of ways,

1

Italics mine.

including

"
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rational thought, intuition, sensing, and believing.

What-

ever method is chosen, even if an effort is made to

incorporate

variety of "ways of knowledge,

a

"

no pretense

exists here to a monopoly on truth or understanding.

This

study represents an attempt to approach a complex social

situation in

a

manner that considers individual

(or

personal)

and social perspectives and which will yield some "under-

standings" rather than "the understanding.

Information on women'

s

perceptions of their ele-

mentary school experiences can be gathered in many ways.
If a researcher were interested in measuring how many women

had negative feelings about their elementary school experi-

ences and other questions of "amount," or if she were
interested in comparing the attitudes of women with differ-

ent religious and economic backgrounds and other questions
of "comparison," she would choose some form of quantitative

method for her study.

Quantitative methodology

concerned with product or substance

is

more

("that well-defined

context of relationships which can be tested formally,"
[

Blatt and Garfunkel,

1973

J)

than with process

("the way in

,
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which relationships are initiated, develop and endure among
individuals, and the extent to which they exist" [Blatt and

Garfunkel,

It is also an appropriate method if one

1973]).

is interested in the testing of theories and hypotheses.

An interest in generating theory rather than

testing it, however, and a concern for examining

a

process

rather than measuring a product suggests that a quantitative method is insufficient to handle the difficulty of
the project posed:

there are too many variables, insufA

ficient controls, and other problems of that nature.

more appropriate way to approach this kind of study is to
choose a research strategy from what is called qualitative

methodology (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Filstead, 1970;
Becker,

1970b).

Included in this category are participant

observation (Bruyn, 1966; Becker, 197 0a; and FicCall-Simmons
1970; and Bogdan,

and Shaw,

1966),

1972),

the life history

the case study

and the in-depth interview
1972).

(Angell,

(Lifton,

1967,

(Becker,
1965,

1969

These strategies, according to Filstead

1970d;

Becker,

1970c),

Chesler,
(1970):
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allow the researcher to obtain first-hand knowledge
about the empirical social world in question.
Qualitative methodology allows the researcher to "get
close to the data," thereby developing the
analytical, conceptual, and categorical components
of the explanation from the data itself [p. 6j.
In an area which has been explored deeply, or in

which many theories have been presented, it would be appropriate to formulate research which could begin to measure
some of those theories.

Since little is known of women

1

s

perceptions of their experiences, however, generalizations
appear premature.

Perhaps the openness of the field offers

a chance that is not to be missed,

since it has been sug-

gested that current sociology overemphasizes verification
of theory.

There is, consequently, a "resultant de-emphasis

on the prior step of discovering what concepts and

hypotheses are relevant that one wishes to research
(Glaser and Strauss,
if

I

1967).

In this instance,

[p.

2]"

for example,

were to interview women with a hypothesis to test in

mind, then the data would necessarily revolve around that

hypothsis whether or not substantiation was found.

The

hypothesis could then assume more importance than it might

actually have in the given situation.
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The mainstay of this strategy for qualitative

research is that theories or hypotheses are grounded in
evidence.

Rather than being formulated before the study

is begun,

they emerge from the evidence that is collected,

and then that same evidence is used to exemplify the idea
(Glaser and Strauss,

1967):

In discovering theory, one generates conceptual
categories or their properties from evidence;
then the evidence from which the category emerged
is used to illustrate the concept [p. 23 J.

In this project, women's perceptions will be used

to generate an hypothesis on the nature of women'

s

percep-

tions of their elementary school experiences, as they

relate to their life-experiences.

The process is one in

which evidence and theory feed into each other.
Though this kind of generation of theory is dependent
on a number of carefully selected cases, one is not required
to know the "whole field" or to have taken a random sample

(Strauss and Glaser,

compare products

,

1967).

Since the purpose is not to

but to suggest substantive areas for

further exploration only enough evidence is needed to suggest

—

82

possibilities,

for one is not intent on stockpiling

evidence to establish proof (Glaser and Strauss, 1967).

What may seem unrelated at the beginning of this
process,

later may be perceived as interconnected

and Strauss,

(Glaser

1967):

In the beginning one’ s hypotheses may seem unrelated, but as categories and properties emerge,
develop into abstraction, and become related,
their accumulating interrelations form an integrated central theoretical framework the core of
the emerging theory [p. 40].

The relationship between what may first appear to be uncon-

nected perceptions will develop.
purposes.

This study has two

One is to describe the nature of women'

ceptions of their early schooling experiences.

s

per-

The second

is to suggest a possible meaning of these perceptions in

terms of how women are socialized in the school.
come

The data

from adult women who attended public elementary

school in their youth.

This thesis will not only describe

those experiences in school, then, but it will also generate

an hypothesis about the collective meaning of these perceptions based on the qualitative data elicited during the
interviews.
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Theoretical Framework: Symbolic
Interaction Theory
The in-depth interview, participant observation
and other strategies of qualitative research rest on certain

views of behavior and on certain conceptions of the nature
of human activity.

These research methods,

commonly used

by proponents of symbolic interaction theory, enable one
to examine social issues and organizational settings through
the concept of participant perspectives.

of a collective activity,

All perspectives

that is, are different and need

to be represented if we are to understand the nature of an

institution or of a social phenomenon.

This study focuses

on a relatively unstudied perspective, that of women and

their perceptions of elementary school life.

Symbolic interaction emphasizes the interpretations
and definitions that people give to the world in which they
live.

This study as in all studies based on symbolic

interaction theory, focuses on the perspectives or definitions that people attribute to their situation or their
lives,

for it

is these perspectives that are assumed to
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explain how people act and how they choose to interpret
their lives.

As Herbert Blumer

,

one of the foremost

theoretical advocates for Meadian social psychology, the
basis of symbolic interaction, has argued (1967):
The term "symbolic interaction" refers, of course,
to the peculiar and distinctive character of
interaction as it takes place between human beings.
The peculiarity consists in the fact that human
beings interpret or "define" each other' s actions
instead of merely reacting to each other' s actions.
Their "response" is not made directly to the
actions of one another but instead is based on the
meaning which they attach to such actions.
Thus,
human interaction is mediated by the use of symbols,
by interpretation, or by ascertaining the meaning
of one another' s actions.
This mediation is
equivalent to inserting a process of i nterpretation
between stimulus and response in the case of human

behavior

How

a

[p.

139].

person defines a situation, then, becomes part of the

meaning of the situation.
This definition or interpretation of a participant
in a situation,

decided upon)

Situations

,

and the decision to act

(or the

kind of action

always takes place in a social context.

(or parts of them)

are defined differently by

participants because each has a different life— experience
which affects perceptions and interpretations.

Italics mine.

Also,
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situations involve people who fill different positions.
The position helps to determine how an incident will be
seen.

Bogdan (1972) has discussed this issue in terms of

an example of a boy who breaks a window in school.

The

janitor may see it as a maintenance problem, the nurse as
a

health problem, the teacher as a behavior problem, and

so on.

The different responsibilities and concerns held by

people involved in
define the problem

a

,

circumstance affect how they will
and hence, the kind of action they will

Certainly situational characteristics do not

choose.

explain all behavior, but in order to understand

a

person's

behavior, it is important to be aware of what the indi-

vidual

1

s

interpretation of a situation or an organization

is.

In order to understand individual interpretations

and feelings a research methodology must be chosen which

will uncover the "inner world" of the subjects under study.
Symbolic interactionists

,

therefore, advocate the use of

strategies such as case studies, participant observation
and nondirective interviews.

"Only through close association

with those who are being studied," Blumcr maintains, "can
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the investigator come to know their
inner world.
to

"

we need

catch the 'meanings' which crucially mediate
and deter-

mine the ways in which individuals respond to
objects and

situations

(Meltzer and Petras,

1970)."

Again, the

assumption behind this perspective is that individuals

and

their environment interact, with the individual giving

certain meanings to the environment and acting on the basis
of those meanings.

This idea has been stated in another way which
has direct implications for this particular study.
and Znanicki

(1958)

Thomas

have argued that "the cause of a

social or individual phenomenon is never another social or

individual

phenomenon alone, but always a combination of

a social and an

terms of women'

individual phenomenon
s

[v.

1,

p.

44 ]."

In

experiences in elementary school and how

they are to be reported, this question is a pertinent one.

When statements like "women are socialized in the schools
for oppression" or "schools train little girls to be passive

and unquestioning," are made,

individual women often dis-

associate themselves from those statements with comments
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like "well, that was never true for me;

encouraged to have a career," or

"I

I

was always

was an aggressive

little kid in elementary school and no one ever put me

down for
class,

it.

"

Certainly in terms of women as

a

social

the research cited in the last chapter has shown the

schools to fulfill the functions of keeping little girls
"in their place."

Individually, however, many women had

different experiences in schools which do not seem, to
them,

to fulfill the rhetorical descriptions.

partly due, as the data indicate,
life,

This is

to the impact of family

the nature of the school, and more particularly, to

the individual teachers.

And yet,

in spite of the indi-

vidual variations, the power of the school to affect the
lives of the girls it educates is tremendous.

In spite of

the diversity of backgrounds, many women expressed similar

feelings of limitation about their present lives.
The focus of this study is not on the individual

psychological development of the women interviewed as it
related to their parental and peer relationships.

Rather,

experience
this study offers individual accounts of a social

s
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in order to help determine women

1

s

perspectives on their

social development as children in elementary school,
on
their elementary school "career.

"

The material is pre-

sented here with the knowledge that past events are not

necessarily described exactly as they happened.
the data gathered in the interviews reflect

Rather,

the subject'

view of the world and of the definitions she gives to herself and her life.

It is this which is of primary interest

in this study.

Research Questions
The nature of the qualitative research method pro-

hibited the researcher from entering into her study with
any but the most general questions.

The purpose of these

questions was not to determine what particular direction
the study might take.

That direction emerged from the

nature of the data collected.

The purpose of the questions

was rather to provide a general organizational framework
that would loosely guide the interview situation.

They

represented general categories which the study envisioned
exploring:
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1.

What is the quality of wanen'

experiences in elementary school?

s

perceived

Though the literature

provides many descriptions of the different ways boys and
girls perform in the classroom (Maccoby, 1966; Tuddenham,
1951,

1952; Tyler,

1947),

little is known about how indi-

viduals have experienced school life.
for example,

What is it like,

for girls to get in trouble in class?

One

woman in the pilot study reported mixed feelings:

When I was in fifth grade I had a teacher who was
really emotional. And ... at least that's my
recollection of her.
And a hot-head.
We always
said that cause she had red hair she was tempermental.
That was our analysis.
She just had
terrible discipline problems.
I mean the class
just ran wild and put worms in her desk, and all
sorts of awful things like that.
And she made a
row of all the bad kids in class and it was six
boys and me.
And I felt kind of proud but I also
felt very guilty because somehow it was meant to be
You know,
a boy's row and here I was stuck in it.
I was kind of looked upon as one of the leaders of
'

the girls

(#102 ).^

All interviews will be referred
Interview #102.
Appendix A contains a descripto by these code numbers.
listed under these
interviewees,
forty
the
of
of
each
tion
The reader may refer to these descriptions
code numbers.
The code
in order to personally evaluate the data quoted.
interviewed.
numbers refer to the times the subjects were
Numbers in the 100s refer to subjects who were originally
in the pilot study, and were interviewed before July, 1972.
Numbers in the 200s refer to those women interviewed in
The interviewing stopped for a month so
the fall of 1972.
that the researcher could step back a little from the
Finally, the 300s refer to interviews that took
process.
place in January and early February, 1973.

—
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Another woman remembered conflict with

a

(male)

friend of

hers before she was elected class president (the boy had

been elected president the previous year):
I

might have become class president

— his

"And that

noble area

you know, that a girl might, was a big issue

(#104)."

The inner struggle that many girls had to go through as

early as the elementary school years can only be fully
expressed in the personal descriptions of their experiences.
The more that is understood about the quality of

women's experiences, the more insight will be possible
into the "subjective side" of institutional processes.

Not only is this kind of insight necessary in sociological
research (Becker, 1970d), but more important, it is this
side of institutional life that children must live with

every day.

And if one is concerned about enlarging and

improving the quality of that experience, she must gain
familiarity with
2.

it.

What messages about role expectations and

acceptable behavior patterns do women feel that they have

received from the elementary school?

Although the specific
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categories this study will concern itself with emerged
from the data gathered from the interviews, the literature
on sex differences and on the development of sex roles

indicates that several areas have been more frequently

differentiated.

These areas include:

aggression, dependency,

anxiety, conformity and affiliation (Girard, 1972).

More specifically, research collected in the pilot

study also indicated that several areas of social life in
the elementary school were tension-f illed for girls.

were commonly mentioned.

Sports

One worried about whether to win

or lose:

went through a big thing at that time, it
might have been sixth grade, of having to lose in
I don't think I ever did, but I
sports to boys.
saw it as a very big issue (#104).

And

I

Another reported having to hold herself back:
had a very competitive spirit and would sort of
have to, whenever he [her boyfriend] was around,
whichever boy it happened to be, kind of have to
hold myself back so that I didn't appear better
I

(#103).

Another remembered wanting to be as good as

a boy:

...

wanted very much to be a fast runner like boys were fast

I

:
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runners.

boy

And he was showing me how to run fast like a

(#102 )

"
.

Sports, however, was only one of the more obvious
areas.

Another area of tension was performance in the

"feminine" domain.

One woman recounted feelings of

inadequacy because she could not sew:
All

I can remember is that the teacher used to say,
"it's not the machine, it's the operator.
It's
not the machine, it's the operator." And I kept
thinking, "it's the fucking machine."
I didn't
think "fucking" at that time, I didn't even know
the word.
But the same sort of sense.
I couldn't
believe I was so inept that I couldn' t make the
bobbin do what it was supposed to do and I never
And I got very impatient.
could.
I didn't like to
do it.
I felt very much like it was something I
was supposed to be doing and I didn' t like it
(# 101 ).

In the area of emotions and the pressures for expressing

"appropriate" behavior that some girls felt, one woman

remembered being kept back a grade for her aggressive

behavior
Just as I said before, I was put back in the third
grade for being excessively aggressive and I feel
a lot of boys were just as aggressive as I was at
So obviously they were
that point and they weren't.
allowed, if not encouraged, to be more aggressive
than girls (#101).
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These are just a few of the issues in the area of role

expectations and acceptable behavior patterns that guided
the research for this study.
3.

What is the nature of their experience in

women’s own words?

What images and metaphors do women

rely on to relate their elementary school experience?
Are there any similarities.

Two women in the pilot study,

for example, used the word "subtle" to describe their

mischievous behavior in the classroom.

relationship between the language

a

Is there any

woman used to describe

her experiences and her present political or moral views?
4.

What parts of the elementary school experience

do women perceive as having exerted the most influence on
them:

areas to be considered here would include teacher

and peer behavior patterns which reward stereotypic sex

behaviors; the future orientation of girls; and the effect
of teachers

(the majority of whom are women)

models for girls.

as possible

.
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These were questions which guided the general

direction of the study.

As other areas emerged from the

material that seemed to be more important, then the focus
of attention was shifted.

These questions provided the

framework for the initiation of the research.
however,

This study,

is not structured around these questions in as

much as other issues emerged from the data collection
process

Research Design
Women'

s

perceptions of their elementary school

experiences were elicited through the strategy or technique
of the in-depth interview.

A pilot study was first con-

ducted to see whether or not women indeed remembered enough
of their elementary school experiences to make the study

worth-while, and also to learn what kinds of questions

either encouraged the women to speak or struck

a

responsive

chord in them so that it spoke to what their experience had

actually been.
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Tfo e

.P

.

ilot Study.

the pilot study;

Nine women were interviewed for

five of these interviews were reproduced

for the final sample.

The others were excluded from the

final sample because of the later development of delimi-

tations of the study:

the women were either under twenty,

over thirty, or had gone to a private school.

One interview

was discarded because it was not conducted in private.

Two major points emerged from the pilot study.
The first was that women remembered enough of their ele-

mentary school experiences that sufficient data could be
collected for

a

study about those memories or perceptions.

Though most women remembered much less about kindergarten,
first and second grade, than they did about the later
grades,

woman,

individual women did not fit this pattern.

One

for example, had a very clear memory of a shock she

encountered in first grade:
The biggest memory was that I had no idea that you
And there were
didn't talk in school (laughter).
and
two of us were
grade,
three of us in the first
friends and our parents had sort of purposely
gotten us together before first grade began. We
And neither one of us had
were all three girls.
And we'd
talk in school.
didn't
you
any idea that
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been looking forward to it a great deal and we were
told, you know, fairly quickly on the first
morning that we shouldn t be talking.
And that
was sort of a very low blow and that remains in
my mind more than anything else in that whole
first grade experience (#104).
1

Another woman had a clear though undetailed memory of

a

nursery school experience:
But in Virginia I can remember we moved toward
the end of my nursery school year and everybody
had a big party and I was really sad to be leaving.
And I was very attracted to a number of the boys.
It' s the faces of the boys that I remember (#103). "

Usually, however, women had only the vaguest

memories of the earliest school years.

This was dramat-

ically clear as we progressed through the elementary years
one by one.

This method was adhered to because it was felt

that material which would be offered about expec iences that

was unsolicited would be more valuable than material given
in answer to a direct question about,

sion or inferiority feelings.
that,

years.

mind;

on the whole,

for example, aggres-

The pilot study revealed

little would be remembered about those

Memories were spotty at best, mostly images in the

::
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I remember that in the kindergarten room that
wasn' t mine, down the hall, there were glass
bottles that made noise.
I remember some situation where either I was crying or someone else
was crying and the woman teacher I just remember
there was some situation like that that was very
unpleasant and I guess I was the person who was
crying (#101).

—

Other women remembered individual situations and certain
moments
hard for me to separate pre-kindergarten,
kindergarten and first grade.
I have some early
memories, though, so I'll just tell you what they
are.
I do remember going to school for the first
time.
I remember Mom taking me by the hand and
leading me up to what was the pre-kindergartenkindergarten building and I assume that was my first
day.
And I can remember going into the classroom
and feeling anxious about the situation.
I remember
remember
situation
feeling more than I
the
actually.
I don' t have any recollections of my teachers during
I
that per iod--somebody named Mildred I think.
certainly remember they were women (#102).
It’ s

The change from kindergarten to first grade was one of these

moments
Well, I remember all my teachers, it's really incredible but it was a woman teacher also and it was the
first time we started to work; we had to learn how
I remember
to write and all that kind of stuff.
sitting at the desks, kindergarten no one had their
Everyone sat on the floor all the time
own desk.
You looked
but in the first grade you got the desk.

forward to that--you got your own pencil and
the
big writing paper that you had to learn how to
write the letters on (#105).

About the upper years, however, women remembered a

surprising amount of information.

They often recalled

incidents, experiences and feelings that they had not

thought of for years.

In answer to a question about whethe

or not she ever remembered feeling competitive with boys,

one woman thought of a whole range of related matters:

Well, there was a very intense competition between
who got the most A s.
Like that' s really what
or who got the highest grade on any test that was
given.
And I was the girl who always got the most
A s.
And then there was another boy who generally
got the most A s for the boys.
And it seems to me
that the competition between the two of us and
between our groups of boys and girls just worked
out that way.
I don' t think in the classroom I
ever felt envious.
Though I can remember by about
sixth grade in talking about what we wanted to do
what it turned out was that the girls were thinking
at that point about being secretaries and nurses
and the boys were thinking of other jobs.
I was
We
just thinking, in fourth grade, of something.
And
had to draw a picture of what our fathers did.
there was a whole thing on the boys in terms of what
they wanted to be, which tended to be more requiring
Like a lot of girls even in this
more education.
stepped-up program weren' t really thinking about
college (#101).
1

.

1

1

—

.

.
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In answer to a question about whether she ever
thought in

terms of being a mother rather than a career person, one

woman remembered how what she read related to her feelings
about that topic:
In terms of books I read my favorite books for
really a long time were books about boys.
One book
I just loved I had was a boy scout annual or something and it was filled with short stories about boy
scouts doing brave and heroic things.
And I still
will dream about some of those situations that I
imagined myself in.
And it's just crazy because I
didn' t think that I could be like one of those boy
scouts, but those were the qualities I really wanted
to have
(#104).
,

.

.

.

Another remembered the fun involved in her early interest
in boys:

can remember going to a party in sixth grade and
was going to decide who I liked the best by who
So at one point I got both
could kiss me the best.
of them in the hall and got both of them to kiss me
and then I decided I liked the one who kissed me the
best (laughter).
And then the other one gave me a
record for a present that day and I smashed it
because he didn' t kiss me as well as the other one
did, and I can remember thinking what a horrible
But he told mo later that
thing that was to do.
the only reason he liked me was because he knew he
There wasn't much anxiety
God!
couldn't get me.
about those relationships though because I felt
It
it was kind of a game and I felt on top of it.
wasn' t till later that those began to be kind of
hurtful things (#102).
I
I

.

.

.
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The women

I

interviewed, then, remembered many aspects of

their early schooling experiences.

They recalled feelings

about boys, teachers, feelings of inadequacy, anxiety, and
their hopes for the future.

The pilot study made it clear,

in other words, that the interviews would supply enough

data for a project.
The second major aspect of help that the pilot

study provided, was that it revealed that the kinds of

questions

I

asked the subjects really determined the kinds

of responses that would be elicited.

What became clear

was that it was better to ask questions about personal

experience rather than questions about "the boys" or
"the girls" as

I

had originally done in the pilot study.

For when it came to answering questions about "the boys"
or "the girls," memories tended to fail.

When

clear in the reproduced data.
for example,

I

This point was

asked one woman,

if she felt that the teacher ever discriminated

against the girls, she responded,
time to remember because

I

"It's very hard at the

don t think at the time that
1

was particularly sensitive to the issues

(#101)."

I

And in

t

"
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response to a question about whether the teachers
either

encouraged aggressiveness in boys or girls or passivity
in boys or girls,

she responded,

question to answer.

mean

I

the classroom now where

any instances where

I

X'

"That's really a hard

can think of situation in

I

ve seen, well X can'

remember

was put down for aggressive behavior,

either physical or otherwise

.

.

.

(#101)."

And again in

response to a question concerning whether boys or girls got
away with more in the classroom, she responded,

more of the sense

— God

"I

have

it's hard to remember (#101)," and

she went on to talk of the question in a vague way.

This

same difficulty in responding to so general a question was

manifested in other interviews as well.

When

I

asked

another woman if she ever felt that teachers let the
boys get away with more than girls, she responded,
don' t think I focused on that that much.

the boys clowned around more but

on that a whole lot

I

I

"I just

do think that

don' t think X focused

(#104).

There are several reasons for answers of this kind

Certainly the question may simply have been toovague.

.

s

102

And for another reason, the question does not really allow
the answer to emerge out of the personal experience of the

interviewee.

As the last example indicates,

if the person

never "focused" on the issue, then it was never real for
her in the classroom.
a more

If the question had been phrased in

personal way, then she might have been more able to

recollect a situation where she was personally involved.
But perhaps the largest reason for the inadequacy of the

general question is that it offers a big temptation,

especially for women who have been involved in the women'
liberation movement, to answer the question in terms of
their analysis of what happens in classrooms, rather than

reporting their own memories of what happened in their
classrooms.

In trying to resist this temptation,

very difficult to say anything.

it becomes

This aspect of the diffi-

culty is revealed in several of the examples given above,

especially in the response which ends with the apology,
"I don't think at the time that I was particularly sensitive

to the issue

(#101).

"

It also was revealed with two other

respondents, both of whom had been involved with the
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women's liberation movement.

When

I

asked one woman if

she ever felt resentful about boys having more
opportuni-

ties open to them, she replied,

"I'm not sure that

I

realized that boys had more opportunities open to them.
I'm not sure that hit home to me until
to be honest

4

(#104)."

And again, when

got out of college

I

I

asked another

woman whether she ever had felt envious of the boys she
responded that she did not recall feeling that in elementary
school because she remembered having everything they had.
She then went on to answer a question about whether she

felt the teacher discriminated in favor of boys or girls:
"Hmm.

can' t remember situations in which we were set

I

apart according to sexes.

We just didn't have any (#102)1"

Questions which called for the summation of the behavior
of "the boys" or "the girls" seemed to elicit vague

responses, or ones which were slanted toward a present
ideology.

They were, consequently, mostly dispensed within

the larger series of interviews,

thirty- five.

4

Italics mine.

that is,

in the last
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The pilot study helped to indicate what kinds
of

questions people could respond to individually and
which

dealt with issues that related specifically to sex-typed
or sex-stereotyped behavior in girls.

topics which

I

One of the major

asked none of the women involved in the

pilot study, however, and which

I

only hit upon later, was

the question of menstruation and other aspects of learning

about sex.

The problems that centered around this particular

topic are discussed in the section on data analysis.
to the nature of the interview itself,

As

it is an issue

which must be discussed fully.
The Interview

.

The kind of interview used in this

study has been called by a variety of names from the

"unstructured interview"

(Maccoby and Maccoby,

"open-end" interview (Jahoda

et.

al

.

,

1951)

,

1954)

,

the

to the

"non-directive" interview (Meltzer and Petr as, 1970).
This kind of interview contains no schedule of questions
and certainly does not make use of a questionnaire.

Rather

it is characterized by a relationship between the interviewer

and the subject that is more open-ended, characterized in

:
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other words by open-ended questions— those that cannot be

answered politely by "yes" or "no"

(Whyte,

The

1960).

open-ended or unstructured interview is designed to permit
the subject to answer freely, enabling her to choose an

answer from her own experience rather than from stated

alternatives that have been offered to her (Jahoda et

al.

,

1951)

The distinguishing characteristic of the questions
used in the open-end interviews and questionnaires
is that they merely raise an issue but do not provide
or suggest any structure for the respondent' s reply.
Thus the respondent is given the opportunity to
answer in his own terms and in his own frame of
reference [pp. 172-173].

The subjects interviewed for this study were, consequently,
free to introduce materials and data that were not

specifically elicited by

the

question.

Further,

subjects

were able to raise whole new issues that the researcher
never touched directly on at all.

The question of cheating,

for example, was first brought up by a respondent rather

than the researcher.
I

And often at the end of an interview,

would move for closure by announcing that

I

could not

think of another question to ask and wondered whether
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"you could think of anything

I

haven't asked you?"

One

woman replied to this:
Well, the main thing [is] you should just want to
know how women feel about their elementary school
and, you know, like what they come away from it
with, like what things they had to work out.
I
just think the biggest thing for me is the whole
thing of just being afraid and the constant
deterioration of my image.
(#322).
.

.

This kind of statement was one which

I

had hoped to get at

indirectly rather than asking directly about

it.

Another

woman, however, when asked the same question replied

similarly:

"In terms of sex roles,

like male performance

and female performance and what teachers seem to expect
(#32)."

Again, this had been an area that

I

had hoped

would have arisen from initiation on the part of the

interviewee rather than the interviewer if it were to be
raised at all.

On several occasions it obviously was.

Clearly, however, a question which concerned the topic

"What did you feel the teacher expected of you?"

was

important and worth raising.
This kind of interview, which is characterized by

flexibility (Maccoby and Maccoby, 1954) can be considered

:
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successful if it does succeed in drawing out the person
to talk freely about the subject at hand

(Jahoda et al.

,

1951)

This type of interview achieves its purpose to the
extent that the subject s responses are spontaneous
rather than forced, are highly specific and concrete
rather than diffuse and general, are self-revealing
and personal rather thai superficial [p. 175].
1

And indeed, in many of the interviews

I

felt as if women

were sharing their innermost selves with me.

One woman

discussed her loneliness and isolation during the years
her mother was in a mental hospital (#303)

,

and another

broke down sobbing in the middle of the interview as she
talked about how worthless she had felt for so many years
adding, parenthetically,

"And,

obviously

I

still do (#318)."

The flexibility that this type of interview pro-

vided was vital to the kind of research undertaken in this
study.

It would have been only superficially attainable

if it were impossible to explore the experiences differently

with individual women.

While some women,

for example,

remembered little about one aspect of their schooling,
others found that same question a rich source of memories.

s
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The interviewer,

consequently, needed the freedom to ask

many questions in an area of some of the women, and few
questions of others if data did not seem forthcoming.

Questions were phrased differently in the interviews depending on who was being interviewed in order to
obtain detailed answers.

Kinsey,

for example,

found in

studying sexual behavior that there was no set of terms

which could be understood by all respondents (Maccoby and
Maccoby,

1954).

In a similar vein, the interviewer used

certain language with those who had experience in the

women's liberation movement; with other women, the same
ideas might be expressed in less media- familiar language.

And similarly, as might have been expected, some women
This

needed more prodding in the interviews than others.
is reflected in the reproduced data:

in some interviews

questions and answers seem to alternate lines fairly evenly,
while in others, one question might be followed by

paragraph or even a page of reply.

a

The interviewing

process was visualized as being similar to Howard Becker'

conception of his experience (1951):

"This kind of
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interviewing is not just a matter of listening, but consists rather of a process of listening,

interpreting,

translating, and questioning on the part of the interviewer
[p.

36]."

A difference exists between the role an interviewer

takes on during the interview, and the social role in which
she is envisioned by the respondent.

The first relates

to the give and take of the interview itself; the second
is more global,

and relates to the respondent's conception

of the researcher

1

s

position in the community.

would be less open with a researcher who
threatening.

is

A subject

considered

The general attitude that this interviewer

tried to communicate was of a graduate student interested
in knowing more about women'

s

educational experiences.
Some

In that sense, the position was non-controversial.

women, however, seemed to assume that just because

doing a study on women,
otherwise, why would

I

I

was involved in women'

s

look specifically at women?

interview itself, however,

I

I

was

liberationIn the

did not accept any answer
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proffered and often challenged an answer in the hopes of

getting more detailed and personal information.
The role of the interviewer, or what has been called

"interviewer effect"

(Hyman,

1954)

sources of bias in an interview.
to this problem.

First,

is one of the potential

There are several aspects

interviewers often have certain

attitudes about the people they interview which can create
the expectation as to what answers might be given.

These

expectations are often based on too-hastily formed impressions of a subject.
(#209)

,

My notes on one subject, for example

express this kind of judgment:

When she first opened the door I was somewhat
surprized at what she looked like.
The first
thing that struck me was her bleached blond hair
which had been set in a way that people rarely
wear these days.

When she later explained how indebted she felt to the
women'

s

movement for helping her to confront her inferior-

ity feelings as a woman,

I

felt surprised because

I

had

not expected it.

Another attitude which can affect the nature of
an interview relates to what has been called "cross-class

Ill

interviewing,"

(Strauss and Schatzman,

1960).

This view

suggests that middle-class accounts are generally wellordered, with points clearly elaborated as compared with

lower-class accounts which give fewer details, lack

chronology and amplification:
respondent,

"With the lower-class

it is hard work keeping tight control over the

interview lest it fall apart altogether

[p.

read this article by happenstance before

I

207]."

I

had

interviewed a

woman from a working-class background, and after the interview, which was one of the less successful ones,

I

attributed the quality of it to the views set forth in
the article.
true,
I

However,

though this may have been partly

there are other more important factors involved.

was feeling self-conscious because of the differences in

our education and experience, and consequently was not
free enough or perceptive enough myself to pick up and

And in spite of an

carry through on many of the points.

attempt to avoid language with which

I

assumed she would

not be familiar, an awkward incident did occur.

She had

saii that in elementary school she did not have any friends,

and the following interchange occurred:

:
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Sari:

Joan:
Sar i

Yea, would you tend

J

would you
characterize yourself as an introspective person?
What s that mean?
That means a person who is always sort of
looking inward a lot.
Always wondering
why you do things
and
Not now ... I probably, than I was (#301).
.

.

.

.

1

.

Joan:

.

.

.

.

This self-revealing and potentially rich source of data
was never followed up because the researcher felt so

embarrassed at having used such a complex word.

The inter-

viewer was so uncomfortable herself, that no matter what

discomfort the woman being interviewed might have felt
it was not clearly communicated.

"Interview effect" did,

in other words, dominate the nature of this interview.

Another way in which the interviewer affects the
shape of the interview is that the influence of the

investigator

1

s

personality is difficult to standardize.

We are not the same from day to day or even from interview
to interview.

The freshness of spirit which might char-

acterize the morning

1

s

interviews might be lost by the

last interview of the afternoon or any that take place in
the evening.

It is more difficult to concentrate when six

names of the women interviewed have been
changed to protect the anonymity of the respondents.
-’The

s
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discussions of elementary school take place in a single
day,

than if one or two occur.

In other situations,

the

friendliness of the respondent affects the researcher'

manner

,

especially if the interview occurs in the respond-

ent' s territory.

One interview

I

held was difficult in

the beginning for just these reasons:

Beth is a doctoral candidate in physiological
psychology and was, in fact, in the middle of an
experiment when I walked into her office for the
interview
When I first walked into her
office she looked up at me as I said, "Are you
Beth?" and said "yes. " She then continued with
her work and seemed to ignore me.
She neither
invited me in nor told me to wait a minute.
At
the time it struck me as an unfriendly attitude.
She spoke briskly, with short clipped answers,
to a couple of brief questions I asked her.
She
seemed to loosen up a bit though as I got out my
tape recording equipment, and offered me some
coffee.
What had seemed unfriendly territory as
I walked in, became a bit more neutral (#205).

....

And in other situations, the trust of the researcher is

important for the respondent to feel; otherwise it can

affect the kind of data the woman being interviewed is

willing to share.

In one interview,

the woman told me

near the beginning of the interview that she thought she
had started developing at the end of third grade, but she

.
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was not certain whether it was third or fourth.

She said,

"It must have been at the end of fourth grade," and

"That sounds a little more like

it.

"

I

said,

This apparently made

an impression on her as a statement of my lack of belief

because when we were talking later about whether she knew

anything about sex before she got her period, the following dialogue took place:
I'm having trouble remembering ... I know
I didn't start ... oh no, wait a second,
you confused me by your doubting (italics
mine
What was I doubting?
My developing.
It was at the end of third
grade because when I started menstruating
was at the end of fourth grade not fifth
grade
(#305).

Lucy:

)

Sari:
Lucy:

.

.

.

My thoughtless remark which measured her against "normal"

development had made her feel untrusted or, as she put
"doubted.

it,

"

The effect of the interviewer on the respondent

has been highlighted.

On the other hand, it is possible

for the feelings of the interviewer not to be shared with

the respondent either because the interviewer can disguise
the feelings or because the respondent is so involved in
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the subject of the interview that she pays less attention

to the attributes of the researcher.

Hyman (1954) gives

an example of an interview situation where the interviewer

felt hostile and annoyed toward the respondent who, on the

other hand,

liked the interviewer and felt that the inter-

viewer liked him.

In this situation,

then,

the factor

of interviewer feelings was not so important.

A similar

pattern emerged on several occasions during this study.
On one occasion, the subject tended to digress away from

almost every question asked.

The researcher continually

interrupted the woman to try and get her back on the subIn spite of what

ject of elementary school.

as rude interruptions on my part,

the woman

I

classified

(#319)

talked

freely and seemingly uninterruptedly on, and at the end
told me how much she had enjoyed talking with me.

next day,

in fact,

The

she sent me some dried flowers that

I

had admired and told her husband to say again how much she
had enjoyed talking with me.

On another day,

I

interviewed a woman with whom

felt considerable distance.

I

I

found it difficult to like
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her

(she was the only woman I

interviewed with whom

I

felt

this) and was worried that this distance on my part would

affect her.

At the end of the interview, however, she told

me how she had enjoyed talking with me and asked me to neet

her to talk again sometime.
do exactly this

(#305)

.

She subsequently called me to

What other factors might have

been operating to lessen the effect of the interviewer

1

s

feelings on the respondent?
To answer this question fully it is necessary to
focus on the question of why respondents take out time to
be interviewed and talk at such length.

Loneliness,

boredom and curiosity have been offered as reasons why
informants share information with a researcher (Wax, 1952),

Another reason why informants take the time to talk, and

may also be less aware of "interviewer effect" is due to
the desire to "sound off"

(Hyman,

1954).

A respondent may

remain essentially detached from the social impact of the

interview situation itself because of a firm orientation
to the issues that are being discussed.

Another reason

for people taking the time to talk with an interviewer is
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aggression (Wax, 1952)

:

"This phenomenon is especially

noticeable when studying non-pr iviledged or oppressed
groups

[p.

35].

"

Robert Litton (1969), for example, found

in conducting similar kinds of interviews with refugees

from Chinese thought reform that the nature of their experi-

ence had given them a "great inner pressure to talk of

their experience."

Though some were afraid, suspicious,

or reluctant to reveal to him what had happened to them in

prison, usually the need to talk of their experiences overcame inhibiting factors.

While the intensity and the

extreme quality of the thought reform experience is unusual,
the urge to talk about personal experiences can be found

today in the women's movement.

Women exist, it seems, at

an historical moment when an urgency exists to talk of

their past, to examine their predicament, and to analyze

how institutions affect their position in society as well
as their social development.

It is hoped that this study

can capitalize on this great energy on the
to locate themselves.

part, of

women

s

:
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Whatever the informant tells, however, the basis
of the information given is the woman'

s

report of herself.

Since the interview is limited to what the informant tells
the researcher,

it is only possible to obtain material

which the subject is willing and able to report (Jahoda
ejt

al.

,

While in other methods, such as participant

1951).

observation, the length of time spent in the field and the

continued interaction with the informant can counteract
or substantiate what informants tell of their lives

and Geer,

impossible

1967)

,

(Becker

in the interview situation this is

(Hyman,

1954)

What makes the interview method in all fields
singularly exposed to criticism is the fact that
the data collected are so clearly derived in an
interpersonal situation.
In other methods where
the same sort of indeterminancy may actually
operate, the visibility of the problem may not be
so marked, and criticisms are unfairly reserved
for the interview method [p. 8].
Controversy exists, consequently, over whether verbal
reports are really accurate in describing a person'
behavior.

There are several reasons why verbal reports

may not always be accurate.

There might be conscious
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distortion to make a particular impression on the
researcher

(Whyte,

1960).

Or if information might be

embarrassing or humiliating to a person, the chance
for

distortion to occur exists

(Jahoda et al.

)

However,

.

whether or not the women interviewed in this study report
their actual behavior during their elementary years is

incidental since the purpose of this study is to examine
their perceptions, not their actual past.

There are, how-

ever, ways in which the information does not necessarily

have to be taken at face value; verbal data may be inter-

preted in light of other knowledge.

In one interview,- for

example, the woman reported that a good deal of her own

self-confidence with other children in the school depended
on her relationship with the teacher

(#320).

This inter-

pretation on her part seemed to be verified by the fact
that as she went through the elementary years she mentioned

only the teacher she had in each grade; no mention was made
of friends or other children at all.

exist for verification.

Certain internal checks

s
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The potential sources of distortion may also serve
as a way to assess the validity of the material.

it can

be assumed that if the informant disclosed information

about herself which freely pointed to what the woman felt
were negative qualities, or related incidences which put
her in a bad light,

it might be assumed that such infor-

mation is likely to be

a true

expression of the individual'

attitudes and view of her experiences.

When a woman breaks

down into tears and tells how worthless she feels in light
of her upbringing, this may be assumed to be a true state-

ment of her feelings.

Whether her past has been described

as it occurred is another matter.

It might also be said that the present ideologies

and attitudes of the respondents might distort the picture

of their backgrounds.

It would seem, however,

that some

of the influences on interpreting the past may simply put

things in a different perspective rather than distort what
happened.

Incidents may be given an importance that they

would not have without the present concern.

One woman,

for example, who is involved in the women's liberation
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movement, reported on her friendships with girls in ele-

mentary school:
[the boys

ing up

J

"So I was beginning to relate to them

on that kind of flirtatious level

— although

the friendships

.

.

.

eh,

— really

play-

there wasn' t any

real friendships with boys, it was just a game.

The

friendships were with girls, and they were great friends
(#102)."

Friendships with women, and their importance,

are important to Polly now and are highly valued by the
women'

s

movement.

This new awareness of the importance

of women friends may have given importance to the issue

where previously she may have scorned or not paid attention
to her relationships with girls.
a view,

then,

ideology may simply give emphasis to differ-

ent aspects of a situation.
Polly'

s

Rather than distorting

On the other hand, of course,

friendships with women might always have been

important to her and recognized as such.
The validity of responses, while always questionable, are probably accurate in describing actual feelings

and may sometimes be so in describing the past.

Certainly

it has been suggested that interviews arc reliable for more
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information about a person than, as Becker and Geer have
suggested

(1967)

only regarding the interviewer's conduct

during the interview (Trow, 1967):
The amount of information people can tell us, quite
simply and reliably about their past experience is
very great; and it is only in light of that information, I would maintain, that we can frequently
understand their behaviors in the "here and now"
that the participant observer is so close to ...
True, if we imagine that interviews can deal with
past events only through questions of the sort:
"Now why did you choose medicine as a career?" then
we may indeed worry about the distortions in
But this
reporting information retrospectively.
effort to make the respondent do the analysis for
the sociologist is not the only, and certainly not
the best way to assess the bearing of prior events
on past or current decisions [p. 146].

.

Whatever the resolution of this controversy might be however,

this type of exploratory study is not interested in

measuring results.

If it were,

then the unstructured

interview alone might indeed be inadequate.
is,

This study

rather, an exploratory one which hopes to open pathways

of further study in the area of women and the socialization

process as it is experienced in elementary school.

And as

one research team indicated about non— structured interviews,
(Jahoda et al.

,

1951),

"there can be little doubt of their
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usefulness, in the hands of the skilled investigator,
as
a source of hypotheses which can later be submitted
to
a

systematic test

[p.

176 ]."

Both the advantages and disadvantages of this
type of interview have been discussed.

It has been shown

that the non-structured interview is flexible

(offering

more of a chance to handle misunderstood questions),

occurs in a situation where observation as well as dialogue
is possible,

is set up better to reveal information about

complex and emotional subjects, and is versatile in respect
to the creation of atmosphere.

In terms of its disad-

vantages, it is unable to be standardized, and consequently,
has a certain lack of comparability, is open to potential

sources of bias, and is highly dependent on the researcher.
One recurring question regarding interviews which

cannot really be catalogued as either an advantage or dis-

advantage is the question of rapport.

In this study,

it

was found that the level of rapport often had little to do

with the amount of relevant information present in the
interview itself.

There were often interviews that

I

went
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away from feeling good about the informant and the interview itself (#304, for example); in retrospect, however,
these interviews were not as rich sources of data as other

interviews for which
(see,

I

had no particularly intense feeling

for example, #s322 and 307).

In other situations,

the evaluations and the finished data did coincide more

correctly (#s201 and 206).
One of the major reasons for this phenomena is

that the respondent'

s

personality is often unrelated to

the kind of experiences she encountered.

Some women had

a dramatic presence that made their accounts of school

seem immediate and real (especially #318)

,

and others had

very good memories for many specific incidents and feelings;
these women were often more interesting to listen to than
those who matter-of- factly and with no special interest
in what they said told of their past.
in terms of rapport,

however,

were often rich with data.

Problematically,

these matter-of-fact reports

And sometimes the personal

openness of the respondent was not able to be equated with

either a good memory or an ability to describe what
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happened.

And for the researcher,

it was easier to relate

to women who saw the interview experience as a chance to

learn something about themselves, as a chance to explore
a part of their own lives and of all women's lives.

For

women who were simply doing the interviewer

it

a

favor,

was tempting to expect that those interviews would be more
empty.

But in fact,

that was not always true.

In the end what emerges most clearly is that

women are at different levels of awareness about themselves
and about the world they live in; consequently some are

better informants than others

(Whyte,

1960):

Every experienced field worker recognizes that
informants are not of equal value to the research.
There are some individuals who, no matter how
skilled the interviewer, do not notice what is
going on around them or perhaps have difficulty
The best informants
in expressing themselves.
are those who are in a position to have observed
significant events and who are quite perceptive
and reflective about them [p. 358 j.

Many of the respondents in this study fall into that last
category.
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Nature of the Sample
The sample included forty, white adult women
from

the ages of twenty to thirty from different religious,

educational and economic backgrounds.

Except for two

women in the pilot sample who were interviewed in Amherst,
Massachusetts, the entire group of women was interviewed
in Syracuse, New York.

This number seemed large enough

to include a variety of types of women with different life-

experiences, and yet small enough to permit in-depth

interviews with each respondent.

What tradition is there in research for using
sample of this size?

a

Others have also relied upon small

samples for their studies using some form of qualitative
methodology.

Angell

(1965)

used a sample of fifty

informants for an exploratory study on the effect of the
1930' s depression on the stability of the family.

The

informants were used to draw up materials on the nature of
their families and the changes brought on by the depression;
in the ond he had these case studies for his use.

He con-

sidered that number sufficient for an exploratory study.
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Howard Becker (1963) also had a similar size
sample in his study of marijuana users.

He was interested

in the sequence of changes in an individual'

s

attitudes

and experiences which took place when a person used mari-

juana for pleasure.

marijuana users.

He conducted fifty interviews with

Some interviews were with people he knew

when he was a professional dance musician.

They put him

in contact with others who also used marijuana for pleasure

and were willing to talk about it.

Colleagues also gave

names of people for possible interviews.

He could not ran-

domize the sample because he did not know where the sample
should be drawn from.

He did not know, in other words,

what the universe was.
There would seem to be some tradtion for using a
sample of this size.

In addition to the two studies already

mentioned, a Ph.D. dissertation from the University of

Chicago (Becker, 1951) used a sample of sixty respondents
in its examination of the career of Chicago public school

teachers.

Especially since this is an exploratory study

which hopes to open up areas for further research rather
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than test already suggested hypotheses, the
sample seems
to be of adequate size.

The women came from a variety of backgrounds,

covered the age range from twenty to thirty, and were
involved in different occupations.

Students, housewives,

social workers, community organizers, university professors

secretaries and nurses were some of the occupations held

by these forty women.

The largest occupational groups

represented were the housewives (11 of the interviewees)
and the students, both graduate and undergraduate

those interviewed).
divorced.

(14 of

The women were single, married or

Some had children, some did not, and others

planned never to have any.

They came from a variety of

socio-economic levels ranging from lower-class to uppermiddle class.

Perhaps the least representative group in

this study comes from the upper class.

In the attempt to

find subjects from this class it was discovered that most

upper-class children go to private rather than public
schools, and hence they did not qualify for the sample.

:
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Their religious backgrounds ranged the traditional

Christian variations and also included Jews.

Some of the

religious backgrounds were more strict than others.

When

asked about her religious background one woman replied:

...

Ah, what would you like to try
my mother was
raised a Baptist, my father' s mother is a Mormon,
and my father is nothing; as a compromise, it seems
to me, at that period of time, if we went to church
at all, we went to Presbyterian churches (#311).

This conflict of religions was often present in the lives
of these women as they were growing up:

"My father is

Jewish and my mother was Baptist and that was always
heavy hassle in my home because
not very significant to me until

because then

I

got confirmed

a

was, well, religion was

I
I

was about in sixth grade

(#322)."

The Christian- Judaic

conflict vnqs represented in the lives of other women:
Lillian:

My father is
You see, my family is half.
and up
Catholic
was
mother
Jewish and my
until the fifth grade I hadn t had any
I went to church once
religious training.
in awhile with my mother but other than
So, in the fifth grade, the
that nothing.
girls would start talking about the
instructions they went to at the Catholic
school and so I got my mother to let me go.
Was it like a big social occasion?
1

Sar i

:

:

:
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Lillian

Well, you know, I felt kind of left out.
They were Catholic.
They were brought
up semi-Catholic.
I felt that I was
missing out on something.
They were
doing something that I wasn' t.
I guess
that was the reason.
So I started going
to those and it caused quite a riff in my
family.
Because your father was upset?
Yes (#312).
.

Sari
Lillian:

.

.

Others did not have this conflict, and grew up with an

unquestioning religious training that might be characterized as "Methodist

.

.

.

very Methodist

— Sunday

School,

church (#304).
The school experiences that the women described

ranged from progressive schools which encouraged curiosity
and individual differences

however)

,

a leftover

(these were the most rare,

to the more rigid and parochial ones which seemed

from the nineteenth century and its practices.

The schools were located across the country:
state,

in Massachusetts,

in Montana,

in suburban Washington D.C.

in Washington

Vermont and Connecticut,

and Long Island,

in the south

and in New York City, to name only a few of the locations.

Women who had poorer backgrounds and lived in New York City
described the ugliest schools
6

For a complete breakdown of personal information
at the end
about each of the subjects, consult Appendix
of this study.
4

:
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It was P.s. 83.
It was in Astoria, Queens, New York
cit Y*
The building has since been condemned; it was
60 years old at the time.
it was one of these
ancient structures with high ceilings and plaster
that was falling off, frequently.
The economic
status at the time was probably lower and middle
income (#205).

Another school in Yonkers seemed equally depressing: "And
it was for poor lower class,

down.

all white kids.

It was run

Windows were intact, that's about all it was, the

paint was chipping.
or older.

All the teachers were 60 years old

It was really a poor terrible school

(#210)."

Some of the schools were smaller than these giant

urban institutions.

They ranged from the suburban to the

rural
I went to a small elementary school in G
which is a suburb of Washington.
It was all white.
Most of the parents of the kids worked for the
government.
Everybody walked to school.
Then
when I got a little bit older the school got bigger
The first few years
and some people came on buses.
it was just a two-room school house--not a threeroom with first and second, third and fourth, and
So there were just three
fifth and sixth combined.
teachers (#103).
,

"For the first

The rural school could be even smaller:
three years, starting with first grade,

I

went to a
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one-room .school house in Bennington, Vermont

....

jn

Bennington at the one-room school it was mostly children
of farmers.

And like there were three people in my class

and thirty kids in the entire school,

grades

(#104).

"

I

think, of eight

Other schools were remembered as gloomy,

not because of their size, but because of the atmosphere:
"I remember the wood and everything was painted gray, you

know, and the room was gray and a light green and it was

terrible.

It was a very depressing room (#319)."

Over-

crowding and authoritarianism also created negative
impressions.

One woman remembered her sixth grade room:

Sixth grade, I can't remember this woman's name,
she had a funny name.
There were like thirty kids
classroom
and it was in an annex
at least in a
building and we were packed in like little sardines
and once again we were the old "Sit down and be quiet,
(#318)."
Becky Robot

....

The women remembered a variety of schools.

Most of the good experiences that women remembered
having, as shall be discussed in the next chapter, were

dependent on their teachers.

A good teacher could make

the ugliest school building disappear.

13 3
I'lio

women who wo

variety of ways.
qualifications.

i

o

interviewed wimo located

in

a

Some were friends of mine who fit the

Others were friends of friends.

Other

women's names were found from the Syracuse Women's Center

mailing list or other mailing lists.
was not as haphazard as it sounds,

The selection process

for it was necessary to

purposefully seek out women with a variety of backgrounds.
A friend who worked at a neighborhood legal services proje ct

provided the names of some women on welfare.

Another woman

who was Catholic suggested names of other Catholics she
knew.

The process of building the sample might be said to

have been informal.

Data Collection
The interviews were recorded on a cassette tape-

recorder, and the data were later transcribed onto ditto
masters.

Though the completed interviews were fairly

accurate and the method seemed to be most satisfactory
for the study,

several problems arose during the course of

research gathering.

,
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Al one point during the data collecting process,
the tape-recorder broke, and ten interviews that were

made did not come out.

Though this was due mostly to the

negligence of the researcher in not carefully checking the
tape-recorder at the end of each interview, the prospect
was discouraging indeed.

Since some of the interviews

represented women with backgroinds that the researcher
hoped to include in the study plans were made to re-interview
some of these respondents.

After one interview (#306),

it was clear that in retelling the same informa-

however,

tion recently gone over, the interview lacked the

spontaneity and depth of description so necessary to this
kind of study.

The respondent seemed to feel that going

over the same material was boring, and the interview in
the end was lack-luster, even though originally it had

been interesting.
Two of these ten interviews

(#s

303 and 305)

ones

that happened to include extremely important information,

were recorded on the tape-recorder at what seemed to be
78 speed.

With persistence, parts of the tapes could be
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distinguished

,

and they were transcribed by the researcher.

Much material on these tapes was lost, however, especially
on #305.

Enough was usable, it was thought, to include

the tapes in the sample.

A second problem with this method involved the

transcribing of the data onto ditto masters.

The researcher

transcribed ten of the forty interviews, but because of
time pressures needed assistance with the transcription.

Several people were hired for this process, and this
increased the potential for mistakes.
were obvious

,

Some of the mistakes

such as the recording of the wrong age of a

person in one instance, but some probably were not.
in general,

So

although the transcribed data may be said to

be fairly accurate,

there may be some errors present.

In addition, the choice of punctuation was clearly at the

discretion of the typist and since the process of transcription is very difficult, with people speaking in parts
of sentences and interrupting themselves constantly, the

punctuation was not always adequate.

At times,

then,

I

changed the punctuation in certain quotations included in
the body of this study.
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Data Analysis
After the data were collected, typed on ditto

masters and multiple copies were run off, the question of
what to do with such a multitude of data had to be faced.

Organizing the research were the questions which generally
quidcd the direction of the study.

They were concerned

with the quality of the elementary school experience, the
pressures to behave in certain ways and the language women
used to describe their experiences.

The data were examined,

and carefully gone over to see what the wanen had mentioned

about their experiences.

All of the different aspects that

were mentioned (there were about eighty topics that were

mentioned by the subjects) were listed, and it then
appeared that there were too many categories of information to permit easy access to the data.

The topics,

consequently, were reorganized and condensed, until finally
39 topics or categories were used in actually coding the

data.

This condensation was achieved, for example, by

combining all the separate topics having to do with any
aspect of a student'

s

relationship with her teacher into

"
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tho category of "teachers" and by combining most of the

separate categories involving boys into the topic "boys.
In this way,

it was possible to make the data manageable.

The sheets of dittoed data were then put into thirty-nine

folders which were coded with the names of the different

topics that had been decided upon.

These topics were then

available for use in the different chapters.
This general method was used to analyze the

material after the completion of the fieldwork.

Some of

the topics were the responses to certain questions such as

"Was education a value of your parents?"

Other topics,

however, were picked because they seemed to describe what

respondents were saying about their lives.
The method of analytic induction was not used for
the final collection of the data.

The process of analytic

induction is one whereby the researcher gets an insight
into tie

data of a possible theory or hypothesis which

may be generated.

The researcher then tries to find more

examples of subjects who exhibit or fall into this category
(Glaser and Strauss,

1967).

In this study,

the researchei

.
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got an insight that seemed worth exploring in this manner.
Xt seemed that several women who had first started menstru-

ating in elementary school used the same word

— "ruined"

to describe what effect this had on their lives.

This

seemed to be a worthwhile question to follow up--why was
it so terrible?

Was it because none of the other girls

had it and so the child felt isolated?

Was it that for

girls who were tomboys the fact of menstruation revealed
to them that ultimately they would have to face social

limitations of being a woman in society?

It was impossible,

however, to find any more women who had started menstru-

ating in elementary school.

None of the other respondents

had started menstruating or, if they did, had different
feelings, and consequently the idea could not be solidified

enough to be considered a possible hypothesis.

This

research, then, does not make use of analytic induction.
The data were coded and analyzed after it had been

collected
These topics are presented in the chapters which
follow.

They emerged from the data themselves, although
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since literature affected the kinds of questions which
the informants were asked, the literature also affects
the choice of topics.

Chapter IV is concerned with the

quality of the perceived experiences in elementary school.
It will cover such topics as friendship,

the relationship

to the teacher, times of loneliness, and play experiences

that describe more about the details that made up day-to-

day school life.

Chapter V considers specifically aspects

of schoolinq that were closely related to role expecta-

tions such as aggressiveness, approval and anxiety, and
future orientation.

Though it is not a simple break

between issues to be discussed in the fourth chapter and
issues for the fifth chapter, the former is seen as the

groundwork for discussing role expectations.

After examin-

ing what school is remembered to be like, the study will
focus more closely on role expectations and sex- stereotyped

behaviors.

Chapters VI and VII will be more concerned with the
immediate lives of the women and how they affect the per-

ceptions of past experiences.

Chapter VI examines
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perspect Lves which influenced women'

s

their elementary school experiences.

descriptions of
It discusses atti-

tudes and views of life which give understanding to the

context from which women's perceptions emerge; it discusses
the perspectives which influence a woman'

tion of her experiences.

conceptualiza-

Chapter VII discusses the data

about the relationship between women'

ences in elementary

s

school,

s

perceived experi-

and their life-experiences and

generates an hypothesis about the nature of women'
ceptions of elementary school.
data rather than simply report

s

per-

This chapter will interpret
it.

Chapter VIII will offer the conclusions that have

been reached and suggest some of the implications of this
study for further research.

CHAPTER IV
"WHAT DID YOU LEARN IN SCHOOL TODAY DEAR LITTLE

GIRL OF MINE"?

1

The number of hours which children log in school

classrooms is enormous.

From the first bell in the morning

until the last one in the afternoon,

a

student's life is

regulated by routines, rules and patterns which operate

quite differently from the way students manage their lives

outside of school.

The experience of school makes up

a

culture in itself, one which is composed of many aspects
and standards all its own.

While at home

a

child may be

urged not to cry over spilt milk, for example, in school
on the other hand, the broken jar of paint may elicit

quite

a

different reaction from the teacher, let alone

the other pupils in the room, whether friends, tattle-

tales or detached observers.
This chapter will discuss those aspects of schooling that accounted for the most significant parts of the

women's perceived experiences.

Relationships with teachers

^Adapted from first line of the folk song,
Did You Learn in School"?

What
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and peers, and continual self-evaluation brought on by

relationships with others seemed to represent the most
remembered and most often mentioned aspects of the schooling experiences of the women interviewed for this study.
It

is these experiences which seemed to represent the

Duality of daily life in school for these women, and which
can best indicate what school life was like for the forty

different women who spoke about themselves and their
early life.
The teachers were perceived as the most important

part of the school in the sense that they shaped the

experience for the women.
the biggest thing.

.

.

.

As one woman said,

"That's

The most important thing about

elementary school is the teacher and how she treats the
child (#312)."

Though this was the only statement which

directly articulated this value, and though certainly the
importance of the teacher in the lives of these women
varied according to the nature of family life,

friendships

and individual personality, on the whole, the amount of

attention given the teacher indicated the tremendous

.

.
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importance teachers played in the childhood lives of these

women
Though many aspects of the schooling experience

contributed to the effect of the school on the nature of
a

child's life, the teacher was generally the most power-

ful part of that experience.
is

Much of the collected data

related to the women's teachers.

She

life miserable or wonderful for a child.

2

could make
She could make

up for the ugliness of a school building and for the lack

of equipment in the school; she could sometimes make up
for the meanness of other children, or on the other hand,

she could be perceived as "mean" and cruel herself.

that case,

little compensation was possible.

In

As one

woman remarked,
a lot depended on the relationship I had with
the teacher.
If I seemed to have a good relationship with the teacher, I could relate more easily
with the kids, and if I didn't, I felt kind of out
of it. (#320)
.

.

.

The teacher was perceived to be a figure of power in the
life of the elementary school students.

How did the women see their teachers and their

own relationships with them?
2

Teachers were perceived

in

The overwhelming percentage of female teachers in
elementary schools demands the use of "she" rather than
Individual men
"he" in referring to teachers in general.
as
"he" contrary
referred
to
teachers will, of course, be
to the general social inclination to refer to everyone as
"he" regardless of sex.

:
.
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terms

ot

categories which, although not distinct from

r

each other, can be separated to indicate how teachers are

remembered and referred to, and to describe the influence

they were perceived to have on the women.
The largest category of referral, and perhaps the

most constant, was to the sex of the teachers.

Almost

all of the teachers the women had in elementary school

were women, and while some of the respondents simply

went through the years describing each of their teachers
as women,

fourteen women presented this generalization

themselves

certainly remember that they were women. As
I recall I only had one male teacher during all
of my elementary school period (#102).
I

I know that all our teachers were women with the
exception of two men--the science teacher and a man
who taught sixth grade (#101).

All my teachers were women, by the way.

.

(#309)
I

always had

a

woman (#103).

I don't
there was never a male teacher.
think there were any male teachers in this school.
But the first male teacher I_ever had was in
the sixth grade /at another school/. We were
always, you know, relating to women (#206).
.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.
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/I had/ women teachers for all the grades

(#104)

These comments were not the result of direct questions
about whether the respondents' teachers had been women.

Perhaps it seems to be recounting the obvious to discuss

the across-the-board filling of elementary teaching

positions by women, but the number of women who were

encountered seemed to make

a

great impression on the women.

As they talked about their teachers as women, there

were several aspects about them which seemed to stand out
as important.

The age of the teachers was part of the

way in which all the teachers were evaluated.

All of the

respondents referred in one way or another to age.

Some-

times, age was simply part of the description, whether of

individual teachers:

"Oh yes.

She was an older woman.

.

Good old Mrs. Quantz.

.(#305)"; or of an impression

of all the teachers one woman had:
I

guess were pretty old

(#203)."

".

.

.all my teachers

If the teachers were

old, one of the main aspects on which some of the women

focused was their hair.

fascination

Wigs were always an object of

.

:
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There was always a rumor that she wore a wig
and her nephew was in the class ahead of ours
and, he always told, I don't know if he told us
or somebody told the story that somebody pulled
her wig off one day.
So, we were always trying
to.
.you know, we'd walk by and try to take a
little tug and see if.
.see if we could, we
always waited to see if it would wiggle or
anything 'cause in those days, nobody wore a
wig. You know, it was very unheard of. You
wouldn't wear a wig unless you were bald. Which
is, this is what we hoped to see (# 302 ).
.

.

Tinted hair was also reported to be an object of interest
to these women in their childhood:

Wendy
Sari

:

Wendy

Sari

remember who my teacher was.
Who was that?
Her name was Mrs. Kellogg.
She was a
little old lady that sometimes her hair
was blue.
Really, from dyeing?
Yeah, from the dye.
She was a cute little
thing,
and
old
short
really gentle. You
know, very nice (# 206
I

:

Wendy

)

Depending on the woman's view of the teacher, these aspects
of the person either added to their dislike, as the first

example indicates, or could simply be seen as part of the

teacher's appearance if she were liked.

Older teachers seemed to be represented in either
of two ways.

If the teachers were

"nice" to the students

and supportive of their feelings, then their age became

a

.

.

147

symbol for a kind of grandmother figure:
We had this older woman, her name was Miss Rose,
and she was very gentle.
I remember her as
being tall and thin.
She made school really
enjoyable.
In fact, she's the only teacher I
remember making it enjoyable (#320)

My first grade teacher was lovely; she had a
nice
she was one of these sweet old
lady first grade teachers.
She was nice (#210).

....

She was an older woman, kind of grandmotherly;
kind, very kind person.
I don't remember her as
being really pushy or anything.
.just kind of
taking it easy with the kids at the time (#315)
.

Teachers who were perceived as poor teachers who were old,
however, were described in terms that connected their age

with their inadequacy as teachers.
a

cause of how boring they were -- the cause for spending

the day looking out of the window:

progressive.
.

Their age was seen as

.

.Maybe

I

"/my school/ is

But there were an awful lot of old ladies.

got all the old ladies,

I

don't know (#320)."

Or else age was connected with being mean and cruel

teachers

:

First grade I had Mrs. Wells, she was about ninety.
.and she was very scary and I remember her
coming to the kindergarten room when I was still in
kindergarten and saying, "Well, I want to look
over these children" and she was really very stern
.and strict (#302).
.

.

.

.
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My third grade teacher was amazing altogether.
She was about sixty, sixty-five.
She wore the
same dress everyday for a year. ...
I
mean she had worn the same dress for twenty
years according to people that knew her before
and I had been in the school for four years and
she had always worn the same dress.
She was
the vice-principal of the school and she was
considered a real witch.
She would just sit in
class and eat cookies and drink tea all day.
She had long fingernails (#202).

The age of a teacher, then, was not

a

sign in itself that

the teacher was liked or hated, but rather, became an

object to be put in the "add" or "debit" column of the

teacher's value, depending on what women perceived to be
their feelings for the teacher.

A teacher,

further, could

be perceived differently by students according to what

their needs were.

The student who needed acceptance more

than challenging work might like

a

supportive but not too

exciting teacher more than the child who looked forward
to being interested in school.

Age is hard for younger people to pinpoint.

Several women recognized that their description of

a

for it was

as old may have been inaccurate,

age-wise,

difficult for them to be sure.

As one woman said in

reference to her second-grade teacher, Mrs. Bacon,

teacher

"

149

"And she was

.

.

.of course

it

is hard to

know what age

she really was; they all looked so much older at the
time.
She was probably in her forties then

(#305)."

Descriptions

of age may be far less accurate than accounts of experiences

that happened with these older teachers simply because it
is
a

often so difficult for younger people to approximate

person's age.
Other ways that teachers were referred to as women

reflected society's ways of appraising their worth:

how

they looked, whether they were single or married and, if
the woman had negative feelings about the teacher, that

they were "bitchy.
Having

a

young and pretty teacher was definitely

an asset or status symbol for the children in that teacher's
c lass

:

Fourth grade? I remember that I had a pretty
teacher.
And I remember that we were in the
basement of the school and a lot of the other
kids were jealous because our teacher would do
tilings like on Friday afternoon she would give
And I can specifius a treat when we went home.
cally remember other kids saying well you are
going to get spoiled, no other teacher does that.
(#207).
She was really nice.
And we were glad.

Pretty teachers were appreciated:

.

:

.
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She was a young woman, and attractive or at
least
I remember her as being very
attractive and I think
I looked up to her a lot and I
liked her a lot
(# 209
)

Teachers who were pretty exemplified to their female
students images which the girls hoped to imitate someday.
Even when women remember being conscious that their teachers

were projecting an image, they were taken in by it:
Elizabeth

We had this really sleek woman teacher
who tried to give the appearance of
being sexy and I don't think she was
married, but a couple of times her boyfriend showed up in class and everybody
tittered and stuff.
And she always
wore cinch belts and
They were "in" then.
Yeah. And she had this really tiny waist.
And one time she had this cold and she
sneezed in class and her cinch belt popped
and it flew across the room.
She was very
attractive. Then and in fifth grade, we
had very attractive teachers which was
what we sort of looked up to. It was what
we wanted to be (# 103
•

.

Sari

Elizabeth

:

.

.

)

Pretty teachers were visually described as nice:

"Some

of the teachers in the school were older and kind of

decayed- look ing but she was pretty and she must have been

really nice (#325).
Teachers who were disliked were never described
as pretty,

however, and the closeness of the relationship

3

Italics mine.

.
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between a teacher's behavior and her appearance, as well
other sex— stereotyped attributes, becomes apparent.
One woman recognized that she thought her teacher was

beautiful because she liked her:
Ruth:

I remember my kindergarten teacher was
young and I thought very beautiful.
But

Sari:
Ruth:

How do you mean, she wasn't?
Well, I mean later on.
.She was just
very plain.
I mean, she wasn't physically beautiful but she was really nice.
So,
I guess she was beautiful to me

she wasn'

t.

.

.

.

(# 20 ).

Others connected unpleasant looks with authoritarianism
and severity:

had an ugly ole' woman teacher.
And she used
to put the teddy bears on parade for our little
The boys used to have this thing about
naps.
she'd walk over our heads and they'd all
look up her dress constantly.
They' d really
get off on that.
It was really funny cause
she never knew it.
She was a mean old person
I

.

.

.

—

'

anyway (#305).

Fourth grade, I remember Miss Gray was the
teacher I had and I guess she was the first
She was young but
teacher I really disliked.
She dressed very severely,
she was so severe.
she wore her hair pulled back and it was down
but it was in a tight, underneath kind of flip,
red lipstick and long red nails and just a real
bitch (#17
)

.

The general pattern,

it seemed, was to connect positive

sex-stereotyped attributes with the good qualities of the
teacher.

Teachers who were not so pretty, or who were

single but still liked by the student--these teachers

were described as "single, but nice" or "not very attractive
but

a

really good teacher."

Part of the way a teacher was

perceived then was in terms of the way in which she fulfilled her social role as a woman in society.

Teachers who were not liked and who were considered "nasty" or "bitchy" often had one of these stereotyped attributes attached to the description:
Joan:
Sari
Joan:

:

She was an old hag.
Was she
.
She was.
.she was an old maid.
was grouchy (#301).
.

.

.

She

don't remember her name, but she was a bitch.
.She tended to be very nasty in general.
She was a miss
I just didn't care for her much.
She was
too; she got married during the year.
a lot.
face
real mean; she used to screw up her
I still remember her, uh, these little black
glasses and this black hair nd this red lipI just hated her
stick.
(#205).
I
.

.

remember my third grade teacher. She was a
... I have no idea what her
nasty redhead.
And none of the kids
name was.
I really don’t.
She was kind of bitchy all the time
liked her.
I

(#311)
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Being single or "ugly" could be ignored or at least
paid
less attention if the teacher was remembered fondly
by

the respondent.

having been

a

But if the teacher was remembered as

poor teacher, then these sex-stereotyped

social values were considered part of the cause of the

teacher's bad temper.

In terms of sex-related attributes,

then, how a teacher was described physically was not a

distinct category; acceptance of

student,

a

for example,

was closely related to perceived appearance.

When talking of the sex of their teacher, twentyone respondents reported their feelings toward male

teachers.

In almost every instance

twenty-one), having

a

(fifteen out of the

male teacher was described as thrill

ing and exciting; though he may not have been the student'

"absolutely" favorite teacher, he was certainly coveted.

There seem to have been two major reasons why men teachers

were considered special.

First, the fact of being a man

in the midst of so many women made them something of a

rarity.

They were appreciated and considered

a

status

symbol for that:
Fifth grade

1

had

a

man for

a

teacher,

Mr. Hansen,

.

.

who was just the greatest prestige in the school,
to have a man for a teacher.
There must have
been three in the school (#317).
I remember being thrilled having a man
teacher.
.THE man teacher in the school
system (#308).

Oh,

.

Katie:

Fifth grade, I had a male teacher, which
I really liked.
.Mr. Whiting his
name was, bald buy, big man.
Yeah I liked him because he was a man
(laugh).
I really liked the_men better.
It was because they /men/ were
different, and I never suspected a man
would be a teacher (#204)
.

Sari:

.

.

.

Fifth grade I had a male teacher. We were crazy
about him. He was a really nice guy (#314).

Priscilla:
Sixth grade, we were back in the newer
school and that was the first grade that
I reached in which one of the classes had
a man teacher.
Sari:
You had a man teacher in sixth grade?
Priscilla: No, one of the classes did.
Before that
all the classes had women teachers, never a
man
Sari:
Was that a big event?
Priscilla: Yeah, I'd say sol Who got Mr. MacNeil,
that was THE thing (#203).

Fourth grade I had a young male teacher and I loved
Everyone loved him.
I thought he was great.
him.
lie was one of these people that was young and very
nice; lie didn't yell and tilings like that (#202).

The men seemed different from the kind of female teacher
to which they were accustomed.

And since men teachers

.

4

"

.
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were found in the later rather than in the earlier elementary grades, they were the subject of many crushes,
and were perceived at times to interact with their young

girl students in ways that carried sexual connotations:
He /first male teacher/ was really nice!
I don't
know why I thought he was really nice, probably
because he was good looking
And he never
made comments like, "Gee, you really look pretty,
whereas some teachers in the junior high school
level would use that technique.
I can't remember
him doing that a lot.
But I remember, being a
pretty good-looking teacher, all he'd really have
to do is just look at you and call on you and
you'd respond to it (#206).

....

had a man teacher then and I think that every
girl falls in love with her first man teacher.
He was just the handsomest fellow; he was not
married at the time so I think all the girls were
after him (#321
I

)

had my first male teacher who was Mr. Sardella
and he was just great. ... I thought he was
terrific and I guess he appreciated me, too, and
that is why. Just one of the sweet little girls
in his class with my braids and nose (#321).
I

You can imagine, I had all these great things built
up about this guy and I really expected an awful
lot and it was the first year that I had really
been introduced to any kind of sexual knowledge
and so all my fantasies were focused around this
male teacher who was really obnoxious (#306)
just remembered something about my sixth grade
that
It was the first male teacher
teacher.
I

l

4

Italics mine.

:
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had.

And I guess I hadn't had very much contact
with many other men outside my father. You
know, not really close contact. And it's
interesting to remember that my relationship
with him was very.
.you know, not sexual,
overtly, but my consciousness of being a girl
was the strongest thing I remember in my relationship with him.
I remember that he thought I
looked.
I had some kind of blouse that was
like a Russian peasant blouse, and I remember he
said that I looked like pictures of his Russian
grandmother. And he made a
.he mentioned
that a lot and he made a big fuss about my
appearance (#201).
.

.

.

.

.

Good looks in the male teachers went

a

long way with the

women interviewed, and their possession alone could
command obedience from some students.
The other reason why women reported preferring

men teachers is that many of them were perceived as con-

ducting more interesting classes than the women teachers.

Whether they had

a

certain flair,

a

concern for more physical

activities, or promoted what were considered to be more

"traditionally male" activities such as science projects,
the men teachers were often liked because they were

interesting teachers:
Janet

And we had a man teacher /for sixth
It was his first year teaching
grade/.
and we just loved it. He was from North
Carolina and he used to read us these

s

.
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Sari:

Janet:

Sari:

Priscilla:

"Grandfather Tales" and "Jack Tales"; he was
really great, we really liked him a lot.
And he lived on a farm and he had a picnic
on his farm and he took us bird watching at
six o' clock in the morning.
Wow!
Was he more interesting than the
women teachers?
Oh, much more.
Now, I don't know if it was
because he was a man or just because he was
a little younger or, he was such a change
from what we'd had before (#302).
just got the sense from what you said about
Mr. MacNeil that he was somehow more creative,
in your feeling, than the women teachers.
Yeah.
He did a lot of things like, the time
the space program was underway, he did a lot,
like building models and stuff like that;
whereas the other teachers were more like
handcraft type things for the kids to do,
like painting jars and stuff like that (#203).
I

He would take us out and we would play basketball
and would give us each days off and the boys and
girls would play basketball together and then we
He was very interested
would go out in the field.
We would do everything together, as I
in sports.
remember (#321)

His personality,
just like a really nice guy.
he was young, like in his late thirties where most
of my other teachers were older, forty or fortyHe had that certain
He was really dynamic.
five.
something that other teachers didn't have (#105).

He'

Sari:
Joan:

Why was he /a good teachery ?
Well, he knew what he was talking about
and he always made the class interesting.
He always, we were always had different
projects and things (#301).

.
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The status, the creation of new and perhaps more
male-and active-oriented activities, and the rarity
of men in

the elementary school institution all combined
the male teacher

a

to

give

special place in the eyes of the

girls
The foregoing is not to say that all male teachers

were

thought to be fair, or loved automatically.

A poor

male teacher was spotted for what he was and recognized
as such by the women interviewed:

My sixth grade teacher has got to be a classic.
This guy walked around in his hush puppies and
always had a ruler that he poked into his stomach
or thereabouts and just really couldn't teach.
I think he had a hard time keeping on top of us
that year. He really lost his temper a lot, broke
the ruler several times and had to replace it
because of smashing it on the table. That was
the year I got my white bucks and I was the best
kicker on the kickball team (#317).

Having

a

male teacher who was perceived as inadecruate in

his role could not compete with the acauisition of new

long-desired shoes and the honor of outstanding athletic

performance.

Other stories relating negative feelings

about male teachers were also shared with the researcher.
One woman reported that her mother had helped to get

a

.
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male teacher, who was trying to sell encyclopedias
to
all the parents of the children in his classroom by
pressuring them about their children's grades, dismissed from his

position (#205).

Another informant reported that her

male teacher continually used "this here" and "that there"

when he talked; one of the funniest grammar lessons for
the students, apparently, was when he told them they should

never use "this here" and "that there" (#105).

And one

woman, cited earlier, referred to her teacher as "obnoxious"
(#306)

Women reported fond memories of their male teachers
in general, however,

and described them as being a notch

above most of their regular teachers.

The male teachers

often had more control over the boys in the class, the

respondents reported, and could often contrive to get the
girls to compete for the attention of their male teacher,
and consequently control them through less straightforward

ways.

The general way that male teachers were perceived

was best described by one of the informants:

.

.
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He was one of the only male teachers--I think
there may have been one other in the school.
And so they had this different role, a very
attractive role, which all these haggard old
women, which is exactly what an awful lot of the
teachers were, who had been there for years and
years and were just tired of teaching (# 206
)

Perhaps what is most important to recognize from this in-

sight is not directly related to the phenomenon of the

male teacher in the school system, but rather to the
teacher in the school system.

The quality of life in

school was closely related to the student's relationship

with the teacher,

a

strong indication of the depth of power

that the teacher holds in class.

As shall become apparent

in an examination of other ways that teachers were per-

ceived and described, one of the biggest lessons that can
be learned is related to the truly awesome power of the

teacher
The first part of this discussion regarding women's

perceptions of their teachers has related to their role
as women in the school system.

That sex-stereotyped values

were compounded in their evaluations of their teachers
reflects less on the traditionally-oriented school's

pressure on girls to act in "appropriate

ways,

than on
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the values which were brought to the school from families
and from society at large

literature)

.

(represented in the media and

Part of the romantic feelings that many

women had for their male fifth and sixth grade teachers
seems a reflection of life in the Archie comicbooks and

other literature popular at the time when many of these

women were in elementary school.

Their evaluations of

women teachers in terms of beauty and ugliness, goodness
and badness,

seems closely related to the social connections

that are made in fairytales and children's mystery stories

between beauty and goodness, and between ugliness and
evil.

Witches are ugly, and so are monsters, giants and

seers; princesses are always beautiful and innocent,

waiting to be rescued by the handsome prince, or

in the

eyes of the girls by their handsome sixth grade teachers.

Imagine the shock, consequently, when the teacher wears

hush puppies, or says "this here and that there."
Sex was not the only way in which teachers were

remembered and described.

Another way in which teachers

were evaluated was in terms of the teacher's acceptance

.
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of her students.

This acceptance was judged in terras that

were both individual, applying mostly to the woman being
interviewed, herself, and general, referring to the

teacher’s overall attitude to her class.

Discussion of

acceptance of

a

a

teacher in terms of her degree of

student on the individual level fell on

both positive and negative ends of the continuum.

On the

positive end, some women remembered with good feelings

their experiences as "teacher's pet":
Fourth grade was Mrs. Luxbourg, a great, grayhaired lady.
.wonderful.
It was like, other
kids said "you are the teacher's pet." She had
me do things for her all the time.
I did.
you know, I was.
.do this, go here, do this,
you know, you're going to be this.
You
know during that year she really made me feel a
part of the activities of the school (#318)
.

.

.

.

.

.

.

For a woman who remembered experiencing rejection from

other teachers for her behavior in class,

relationship with

a

a

special

"good" teacher could mean that she

was being accepted as

a

person as once she had felt rejected

as a person.

Special favors were not only granted to people

who saw themselves as teacher’s pet, however:
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This is the best teacher I ever had. This
was Mrs. Bird and I don't know why but I became
very close to her.
I was never a teacher's pet
because I was always wild. But I remember this
boy
my class and I wanted him to be my boyfriend and she would let us change seats. There
were assigned seats but when he became my boyfriend, we asked if we could sit together and
she let us change seats.
She was an older woman.
Sometimes you expected that more of the younger
teachers would do that. She was great (#325).

Feeling that you held

a

special place in your teacher's

heart was supportive to the individual child and gave the
child a sense of greater security and power.

For the child

who did not feel special, however, teachers who obviously
played favorites with children were

a

great cause of pain

to some women:

Our teacher was a rather staunch type of
person who would definitely play favorites.
There were certain people who always got
to work at the board (#320).
Beth:
Sari:
Beth:

was never a teacher's pet.
Did you want to be?
No, I hated teacher's pets and I being
I would never have wanted to be one; as a
matter of fact I used to make it a point of
going out of my way to antagonize the teacher.
'Cause
So I should never become their pet.
was
it
thought
I never liked that, I always
very unfair of the teachers, that they should
know better than doing that. ... It offends
my sense of justice, because what had happened,
I had been pretty good in art and there were
I

.

.

.

.
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several other girls that were good in art too, some
of which were not as good as I was.
But they
happened to be the teacher's pet, so they got to
do all the art work and I never got a chance (#205).
An awareness that she would never be teacher's pet and also

probably her "sense of justice,

as she describes it,

"

made her reject the teacher before the teacher could
reject her, an apt defense, perhaps,
a

in the context of

classroom situation in which the teacher did not operate

under

a

sense of fairness.

Feelings of rejection were more than products of
not being teacher's pet.

Many women felt individually

^ejected by their teachers:

/In fifth grade I had a/ very obnoxious teacher
and she was very faultfinding and didn't like me,
apparently, and she would.
.very critical of me
and threaten to send me to the office (#306)
.

I
I remember another thing that she did too.
remember one day I had been out with my parents
for the weekend we had gone out for a ride-and I picked some soumac, you know the stag corn
with the pretty red tops and I brought them into
class because I thought they were really pretty and
I brought them in and I went to give them to her and
she started yelling at me, "-those are poisonous,
poisonous, take them out of_here, I don't want to
She didn't know there
/S
get a rash!" And so.
I didn't know that there
were two kinds of soumac?/
were two kinds either and I couldn't even explain
it to her that this wasn't the kind that was poison-

—

.

.

:

.

.

ous, and apparently she didn't know either,
all
she knew was that there was a soumac that was
poisonous. And here I was carrying it in and
I didn t have a rash or anything,
aid iny mother
had picked it and she didn't have a rash and she
really embarrassed me because here I had brought
something to decorate the room and the first thing
she did was to start yelling at me.
(#206).
.

.

.

/in the first grade/ I had a very strong woman
teacher who later became the principal of the
school.
And I always had the feeling that she
didn't like me. That she considered me sort of
trouble-maker.
(#103).
.

.

a

.

If a teacher was not remembered as being accepting of some

of the women, then other aspects of the teacher were

usually forgotten.

She could have presented classwork in

an interesting way, but that was not important if the woman

did not feel accepted.

Acceptance of students in general and not just the
individual student was also
described.

a

way in which teachers were

On the positive end,

this acceptance was

generally characterized as warmth and supportiveness:
/In fourth grade/ it was a very nice teacher.
She was very warm and supportive and very understanding and it was, I remember her with a lot of
affection (#306)
The teacher that I had there was a very understanding as I remember and a very warm person
(#324)

.
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The fifth grade I had an older woman teacher.
She was also very nice.
She was very supportive.
/S:
Supportive in terms of
I mean just
nice, she wasn't critical (#202).
.

J

.

Third grade was Mrs. Blumberg.
She was a doll.
She loved her students and made each of them feel
special (#315
.

.

.

)

On the negative end, however, teachers who were not

accepting of their students tended to be characterized
as more authoritarian.

Students had to be more careful

not to do something which would anger the teacher, and they
felt less certain of themselves.

Descriptions of teachers

who were considered generally unaccepting of their students
were more fully described in another category--and that

was the category in which teachers were judged in terms
of whether they were good or bad teachers.

Issues in this

category included fairness, competence, and the degree
of the enjoyment of the job or of their pupils.

Teachers could be judged as good or bad partly
on the basis of whether or not they were considered fair

by the women.

Being fair with students meant that teachers

did not place rigid demands on students for certain aspects
of classroom life:
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She was very reserved emotionally, but she was very
fair to kids.
She was sort of amused by things.
I
think I'd find her very stiff now, but at the time
I found her pretty stimulating
(#104).
For one woman who had "problems" with neatness as a child,

she judged whether her teachers were fair in terms of how

they handled the Question of neatness:
/My first grade teacher/ was a fanatic about neatness and I wasn't the neatest.
She would take off
for neatness.
You couldn't get a hundred even if
all the answers were right if it wasn't neat.
It
was kind of weird.
.third grade. Miss Dow.
She
was kind of like Miss Shader from the first grade,
again, a fanatic about neatness.
She was an
interesting teacher and she made the work seem
challenging and it wasn't that difficult.
I
thought she explained things very well and she made
things seem attractive to do but I know she took
off rigidly for neatness, so it was kind of a
problem.
.

.

.

.

.

.

.

Fifth grade was a lot more fun. The teacher
liked.
She wouldn't give a damn about neatness
and it made all the difference in the world for
me and I really found myself working because I
enjoyed it.
(#320).
.

.

I

.

Another woman also talked about the Question of neatness
in regard to how fair she thought the teacher was:

All of us in sixth grade were fined when we didn't
And it someput our coats and papers away neatly.
body found a piece of paper on the floor, for
And if you
instance, you were fined a penny.
didn't get your gloves put properly in the locker
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and they fell out on the floor, it was a nickel.
Anyway, one day for some reason my coat and gloves
weren't put away properly. Maybe they'd fallen
on the floor or went off the hook or something
horrible like that. So the principal took them
into her office and wouldn't give them to me
until I d paid the fine. Well I was so furious
and I had enough guts at that point to go into
her and say, "I think that's really unfair." One
of the things I said a lot at that time is, "It's
unfair, it's unfair." I used to get knocked for
that.
Eh, I always had a great sense of what I felt
was right and what was wrong and I told her I thought
that was wrong and it was unfair and I wasn't going
to pay the fine.
She got really angry at me and
for some reason I had the courage to refuse to go
along with her and I went out to the car and
explained it to my mother who was very supportive,
came in, screamed at the principal and I got my
stuff without paying for it.
I was in tears.
But
she said that was really a good thing to have done
and that she supported my sticking up for myself
'cause she felt that was an unreasonable thing to
have demanded (#102).

This woman also felt that some of what was expected of her

personally in terms of neatness was not fair because she
perceived it was related to being

a

girl:

was hard for me to behave appropriately
can remember too that I tended to be
sloppy and clumsy and always had my papers
all over my desk and books stacked up, and most
My recollection is
of the girls were very neat.
that I was the worst in a lot of situations but
I know at one point the
I know that's not true.
principal came in and stopped at my desk and made
a point of pointing out to the whole class that my
desk was a mess and how could I ever do any work
It

I

.
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il
I

couldn't get myself a little more organized.
was so embarrassed I could have died (#10?).
I

Besides being overdemanding, teachers could be considered

unfair to girls

if

they were not sensitive to their feel-

ings and got angry for unprovoked reasons.

One woman

felt that the creativity of one of her teachers was

marred by her lack of fairness in some situations.

She

was erratic and could "explode with no provocation;"
A kid in the class was supposed to be performing
in front of the class.
I don't remember if it was
a boy or a girl or what.
But the first child
couldn't do it well.
So the teacher said, "Well,
you sit down." And pointed to the next kid and
said, " You try it." And kept getting all these
kids one at a time up in front of the class to
do whatever it was, and none of them could do it.
And I was beginning to get.
I was thinking I had
to get out of there.
I was going through all this
and finally she pointed to me and I just burst into
tears which was my typical reaction. And she made
furi of me, called me a baby^_ and said things like,
the poor 'widdle baby,
"/in a high mimicking voice/ oh
she doesn't even want to try it." And I was just
really really sick. And then I remember that, what
seemed like a long time for me, after that I didn't
talk in her class at all (#201).
.

.

One of the ways, then, that helped to define whether or

not teachers were classified as good or bad, was whether
or not they were fair.
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Another category on which women based their
:haracteri nations of their teachers as good or bad related
to their perceived competence.

Teachers who seemed in-

competent to the students, such as the man who wore the
hush puppies in an earlier example, were given little
respect.

Competency seemed to be judged on the basis

of whether the teacher presented interesting and stimula-

ting materials and activities, on the teacher's appraisal
of students as individuals.

Teachers who presented

challenging and interesting materials and activities were

considered good:
And there was another woman who was really a great
person.
Very, very achievement-oriented; I mean,
we did things.
I can't believe the kinds of things
that we had to do.
.then.
Science projects, and
it really, things that you couldn't do yourself,
that you needed help on; but I guess it was like
creat ive-oriented and I liked, I liked her and I
liked the class (#315).
.

Third grade was where I had the teacher who
actually took the time to go to my house and to
find out what was bothering me. And I just
remember that she was a really good teacher--what
I thought of as a good teacher was someone who
worked us very hard, gave us all kinds of interesting things to do (#201).
Fifth grade was a really really pleasant old gray-

.
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haired lady that must have been about fifty-five
or sixty years old and kind of round and motherlylike and everybody just adored her.
She was just
really really good and she would take us on field
trips and things that we really enjoyed and just
really fantastic, absolutely, and I really remember
her classes (#311).
Fifth grade was an unusually happy experience.
This teacher that I had was also a young woman who
was just out of college that was in the town and
evidently it was a good, they had a good teacher
training in elementary school, because the teachers
I had that came out of there were very good.
This teacher's name was Mrs. Golding, I do remember
that and she also had golden red hair and we'd get
to sing a lot and we'd have a math lesson or something like that and she would, she was really good,
she was really good in knowing when children were
tired and when they needed to rest and she'd use
singing for breaks all the time.
We'd have
a math lesson and it would be really intense and
working hard and she'd say, "Okay, let's break
and sing." And then we'd get to sing for about 10
or 15 minutes and we really loved her; everbody
loved her and she was very strict as far as our
doing work and we learned a lot under her but we
also had a lot of fun (#309)
.

.

.

.

.

.

Women perceived that they liked teachers who they felt
stimulated them.
dreaded:

"I

Looking out the windows all day was

was bored and

I

looked out the window the

whole sixth grade (#210)."
Discipline was another value the women referred to
in their judgments of the competence ot

their teachers.

t
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Fair discipline that controlled the class without

oppressing it was admired:
And I had the same teacher in third and fourth
grade and she was an older woman and quite stern.
Really a strict disciplinarian who really demanded
respect.
And she even got the whole class, including the boys to learn to knit which I can't
imagine most other teachers being able to do.
But
she had a very strong personality (#103).

But the inability to control a class and the consequent

need to resort to more blatant manipulations or tactics was

considered reprehensible:
Oh sixth grade? Mrs. Dwyer.
Yes Mrs. Dwyer was
a little, should I say, the most impatient of
all the teachers I had.
She was an older woman,
unmarried and still seemed to have the kind of,
she liked the kids and so forth but she couldn'
quite handle a lot of the general disruption of the
She got frustrated a lot.
sixth grade class.
She'd stamp her foot and that kind of thing (#207)
The inability to control a class meant an inability to

command respect.

The other category on which judgments of

a

teacher's

competency rested was related to their ability to look
upon students as individual children with individual needs
to be appreciated and considered.

Differentiating between

students was considered an ability and hence related to

.

.

173

one's competence as a teacher.

Those teachers who were

able to see students as individuals were admired:
Yeah, fourth grade was really teriffic, because
I really think the teacher took each child as
an individual instead of as, you know, as a
little section of the whole.
Each kid was a whole
.not a part of something.
And she really
put forth an effort to bring out each child instead
of having everybody be alike.
It didn't matter if
everybody wasn't alike, as long as they accomplished
what they could accomplish which is really I guess
the ideal way to do it (#318)
.

.

/She was a/ nice woman, good teacher.
She seemed
to be pretty aware of the individual needs of the
kids in the class ^#207).

Especially for women who recalled an inability to behave
like most of the other girls in the class,

teacher who

a

compared them less to everyone else really provided some
personal relief in the class:

problem anymore.

wasn't.

"I

It didn't matter that

I

.

.1

wasn't

was very active.

She provided things for me to do that were active.

that

I

wasn't always in trouble.

Her personality

— her

It meant she was

self,

really

.

.and stuff

—was

So

(#318)."

no longer a problem.

"allowed" to be herself, and to think

more about accomplishments than about pleasing the

teacher

a

.

.
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There was one
't

tlit

f

inal way in which women talked

ir teachers that

indicated another way of judging

whether they were good or bad teachers:
and interest in their job apparent?

was their concern

Teachers were judged

as poor if students felt that they did not like children

or teaching:
The teacher I had the following year was a
Mrs. Lolly.
And she just didn't enjoy kids
at all.
She was really a mistake for the teaching profession (#104).

Second grade was a young woman who was pregnant
and I guess just not up to teaching at that stage
of her life and she had two or three favorites,
both boys and maybe one girl and she and I got
along horribly (#320)
Fourth grade. Miss Aldan.
I don't know what to
say about Miss Aldan.
Again, she was a woman
who was in the role of teaching without caring
She
a lot about it and she made it very boring.
had a very monotonic voice and she would go on
and on.
She did a lot of reviewing but she always
called on the same people and the same people always
spoke out and occasionally, she would call on people
who were daydreaming without any warning at all
(#320)

Many women who tended to describe their elementary school
experiences as difficult, on the whole, because of problems
of acceptance or failure were sensitive to teachers who

went through the motions of their job without giving
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any warmth or affection to their students.
Teachers were important figures in the lives of
a ll

the women interviewed because so much of what happened

in school depended on them.

They were discussed in terms

of their importance and what they were like.

The women

analyzed their teachers in terms of the rtuality of the
teaching, the degree of acceptance they manifested for

their students, and what was, to many of the respondents,
an overwhelming fact about them, that most of them were

women.

They described these women in terms of many sex-

stereotyped values which they brought into school from the

society around them.

Men teachers were also described
The higher value

in terms of sex-stereotyped values.

placed on men in society, and, especially for women,
on

"getting a man,

"

was partially reflected in the

women's attitudes toward their male teachers.

Aside from

the assumption that scarcity makes for value, male

teachers were pursued and idolized

how men are pursued by women

in

in

ways similar to

society.

Women teachers,

however, were also looked up to and admired in much the
same way as the male teachers if they were perceived as
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good teachers.

Fairness, competency, enjoyment of the job

were some of the dualities that women used to measure

how good their teachers were.

Women also perceived

positive feelings about women teachers who were warm,

supportive and accepting of individual differences of
them as children.

Teachers who were perceived to be good,

then, were admired no matter what their sex.

Though teachers were the most powerful force in
the classroom and had their influence extending outside
the class itself, there were other aspects of elementary

school life that were also important, and which were

deeply imbedded in the memories of the women.
aspect of their schooling which constituted

a

Another
part of

their daily lives as children and which also determined
in large measure how they evaluated their experiences

were their relationships with their peers.

Friendships

could often offset part of the loneliness and discouragement of having an inconsiderate teacher.

also help to make school

women felt exciuded.

a

Bit peers could

lonely experience where some

The women discussed many different

aspects of their relationships with other children.
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They discussed friendship,

loneliness, popularity and

the lack of it, competition and jealousy,

fear and the

kinds of activities in which they engaged.

They talked

about what it was like to be teased, to be praised and to

endure the fluctuating feelings that relating to other

children entailed.

Women remembered their relationships with other
children as being complicated.

The organization of the

school into classes that were segregated on the basis of

intelligence, and the social system that seemed to govern

friendships and interrelatedness among pupils created an

atmosphere that did not really encourage an ease or continuity in the flow of social relations.

The ways in

which the women described their relations with their
peers, then,

is not easy to categorize without losing the

sense of intricate balance that existed.
Part of the complicated nature of presenting

women's perceptions of their relationships with peers
arises from the condition that the existence of friends
(at

least one) and engagement in many play activities was

almost taken for granted by the women.

The nature

of

their

:
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play activities after school and on the playground,
the
time they spent over each other's houses after
school,

were all expressed as

a

natural part of their growing up

Whether they tended to have two or three close friends
or to travel with

larger group, these relationships

a

were remembered positively and often seemed to compensate for the difficulty some women recalled experiencing

with their teachers.
Only in

very few situations did women remember

a

being lonely for friendships with any one at all.

woman remembered

boy named Rodney.

a

friendship with

a

One

little red-haired

When the class was given

a

psycholo-

gical test to examine the nature of the social relations
in the class,

her parents were called in to discuss the

results
If we were on a desert

island which friend would
we have, something like that, and this boy and
I chose each other and nobody else in the class
chose us and we chose no one else in the class,
and I think that was, that was what made such an
impression (#304).

Throughout most of her elementary school years she
remembered few friendships.

When

I

asked her what she

:

-
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thought about other girls, she replied
I think I always envied them.
I don't remember
having very good friends at all.
I remember a
couple that I remember the relationship was
colored by my saying that I had had polio and
every time I was around them I had to limp (#304).

She had pretended to have polio in order to get attention,
and so she was never free from that story.

Although some women remembered having boys for
"best friends" or at least as close friends during some

of their elementary years, most women related most closely
to girls:

Let's see, what else can I remember about that
period? That is when I started to get into
really lasting friendships with girls, which
has always been a big part of my life (#322).
.there wasn't any real friendship with boys,
The friendships were with
But we
girls, and they were great friends.
spent an awful lot of time analyzing what was
happening with the boys in the class (#102).
.

.

it was just a game.

Other gir/s have always been my closest friends.
I
Through /the/ elementary grades, even then.
was very scared of boys (#323).
Friendships with girls could bring

a

sense of security

into a girl's life even when she felt unconfident about

schoo lwork

:
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Louisa and Debbie were my best friends at
that point, especially Louisa.
Beginning to
have friends come over and I guess I got a
sense of confidence at that point that I'd
never had before.
I had a sense of security:
people liked me (#102).
Best friends may have changed from year to year, but most

women had

a

couple of good friends that they relied on

throughout their schooling experiences.
Friendships with girls were, however, complicated

by scorn, competition, envy and bewilderment which brought
discord into their relationships.

Much of the bewilder-

ment was brought on by the existence of class differences
(and parental pressure on women to associate with children

who were not of

a

lower class), and through the tracking

system
/My friends, who were from the neighborhood/ went
to my school, but they were all in the smart group.
I never brought kids
So they weren't in my class.
I always knew there was somehome from my class.
thing wrong with this business of being in the stupid
Because the other kids iust didn't seem like
group.
the kind of kids that I wanted to be with (#210’'
.

.her parents
had a friend from outside who was.
the kinds
really
was
were friends of my parents, that
of friends I was supposed to have, and mostly the
The school I went to
kirxte of friends I did have.
for the most part was filled with children who came
And I
from a lower class background than I did.
I

.
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always sort of had the idea that these weren't
the kinds of children I was supposed to be playing with.
So there was sort of a feeling of,
that my parents really didn't approve of them.
So I didn t have a lot of social contact with them
outside of school (#209).

The women seemed to have had little difficulty understanding the message their parents transmitted to them about

who their friends should be.

The sense of bewilderment

seemed to arise from not knowing how to handle the situa-

tions that the conflict between the need for friends and
the desire for social continuity in and out of school,

and the need to follow socially acceptable or parentally

established norms engendered.
Feeling scornful of, or

kinds of girls was

elementary school.

a

a

distaste for certain

prominent part of many memories of

Whether the respondents recalled

thinking other girls were lazy, prissy, sissies or stuckup,

many women separated themselves from other girls in

terms of the qualities they possessed and admired:
I used to think most of the girls couldn't do
I thought they were
anything very well.
lazy.
This was in elementary school. That's
because I think I took a lot of initiative to go
out and do sports (#204).
.

.

.

.
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I was the tomboy type.
There was a lot of sissy
types; I didn't care too much for them (#203).

wasn't a tomboy, but I wasn't a ninny either.
hate those kinds of girls. ...
I remember
having intense hatred for whiney girls, girls
that cried in school (#308)
I
I

Some /girls in elementary schooj^/were goodygoodies and some were okay.
And the few that
liked to sit around and read comic books like
me were great (#320)

Most of the girls were very proper and boy-girl
conscious that lived in my neighborhood.
I hated
them.
I thought they were the stupidest people
in the world (#325).
the way I always thought of /the reason why
utmost disdain for these girls/ was that
liked dolls." And I mean I had my own dolls,
mean I didn't make a whole fuss over it and
I probably saw my dolls as being much more interesting than their dolls anyway.
I don't know.
Well,
I by and large had mostly animal dolls or fanciful
dolls at that point, whereas they had baby tears
TINA dolls.
But there were a lot of things that
Jacky and I did together. We gardened and we rode
horses and we drove the hay truck and I'm sure a
lot of these things seem bigger in mind than they
were but they seemed like very exciting adventures
that we did all the time and Maryanne and Peggy
were not interested in this at all and they thought
we were crazy to want to do these things and they
thought I was particularly crazy to want to play
with Jacky instead of them. And that created a
very definite sense in my mind that I've never lost
and that's been very difficult for me to overcome
in the women's movement of sort of the difference
between women--that some women are sort of stupid

Well,
I had
"they
but I

.
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and I definitely don’t want to be thought to be
like them (# 104
)

All women did not feel this way, especially ones who were

particularly inclined towards athletics or adventure.
But many of the women did differentiate between the kinds

of girls that they knew.

The difference seemed to center,

on a theoretical level at least, on whether or not girls

were seen to conform to sex-stereotyped patterns.

Girls

who did not possess "golden ringlets" or who were more
active than they felt girls were expected to be, separated

themselves from the girls who seemed to fit sex-stereotyped expectations more closely.

At that age,

at least,

knowing that they did not act in accordance with how
girls were expected to behave brought awareness but not

necessarily retribution.

If other girls were seen to

possess the aualities that they felt girls were supposed
to have, then they did not want to be that kind of girl.

They were in quest of the freedom or space that they felt
exact conformity to girlish behavior could not provide.
The phenomenon of the tomboy was important to the women
as they remembered it,

and they were aware of being tomboys
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and what it meant to be one.

5

Girls were friendly,

it

seems, with other girls who shared their taste for certain

activities and for

a

certain way of behaving.

In situations

where other girls were not perceived as active enough,
the women remembered their friends to be boys.
Feelings of competition with and envy of other

girls arose from the existence of an in-group.

Those who

were excluded from this in-group felt lonely, and consequently envied those who were accepted into the highstatus positions:
I can remember instances like the girls excluding other girls and sometimes being the one to

be excluded intentionally. ...
I remember once
one of my girlfriends formed a group of a "sisters"
thing.
Anybody who had a sister could be a member
and, of course, I was practically the only one who
didn't have a sister and that is why they did it-because somebody in the group was mad at me for
something (#314).
had what turned out to be a good friend of mine
who went to school in Syracuse, she had a group
that was against me. That was their main purpose
and they used to have meetings outdoors next to
I used to watch
this creek that went by the school.
this
club, and
having
see
them
window
and
from a
all I knew was that I wasn't in it and they would
say stuff like, "We're going to let you in," and
had to do all those things and they wouldn't let
me in (#323).
I

.1

3

The topic of "tomboys" will be discussed in detail
in the next chapter, as well as what women described as
the behavioral expectations that girls felt.

.
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One incident, they had a group club and I wasn't
invited to be in it and I remember going home to
my mother and she said not to worry and I was
crying and it was terrible.
I never got in it but
I think it dissolved the next day
(#321)
I was kind of left out of a lot of stuff,
I
felt.
And then I got to not caring, but I really did
care (#310).

Whether or not

recru

irements for inclusion in the group had

any real meaning, and most women were aware that they did
not, was almost irrelevant to the kinds of feelings one

Those who were left out felt lonely and envious of

had.

those who were part of the group.

Competition and envy of other girls arose especially
around the issue of boys.

The girls that boys liked and

paid attention to were envied by girls who did not get
the attention:

guess in some sense I was sort of envious of
the fact that they could do all those kinds of
things because that sort of made them a part of
a laughing social group that was kind of
different, you know. And I suppose, in some
respects I was kind of envious of the ones that
.(#311).
the boys liked.
I

.

.

remember one girl who had long blonde braids.
And who, you know, who was sort of the object of all
the boys' attention and I can remember I think,
I can remember
yeah, I must have been pretty jealous.
all sorts of, you know, like they'd all sort of run
I

.
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after her and try to catch her and pin her down
somewhere and I can remember being really angry
about the whole thing, but I think really,
jealous basically (# 208
^

The girls who were liked by the boys were the most popular
and represented the highest status position in the ele-

mentary school environment.
especially in grades four,

To be liked by the boys,

five and six was so important

that it controlled much of the women's time and attention

when they were in school.
The issue of popularity was perhaps the most

important aspect of the perceptions women had of their

relationships with their peers.

It was one of the most

important topics for the women; every woman mentioned it.

Everyone interviewed was aware of whether or not they

were popular in their elementary school days; more
specifically they knew almost exactly where they fit on
a

continuum (that might measure popularity)

.

Some,

for

example, were not totally excluded from the popular group,

but they were not the "most" popular either:
was never really one of the popular girls but
There were groups
I was never really unpopular.
of kids and I was in a group and there were people
I
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in that did not cruite fit at all, anywhere.
I
always had a group of kids I was friendly with
bit I was never popular for things like being really
outgoing and cute and the kinds of things that make
girls cheerleaders (#317).

was one of the best athletes so I was popular.
I had my boyfriends and I thought they were the
greatest except one or two.
I felt pretty popular
except when I was reminded of those other girls.
If they were in the room with me I would feel low.
Otherwise, I felt confident of myself (#325).
I

The women remembered being aware of their social status
in the school.

Both the desire to be or the knowledge that one

was not popular were tremendously powerful forces.

Every-

one wanted to be popular:

think because of elementary school I was concerned about being liked and popular and that was
.(#323).
the biggest thing.
I

.

.

/My biggest problems were/ mostly emotional
problems like, how do I stand among the whole
class as being well-liked, personality and all
That really bothered me (#203).
that.
And yet the desire for popularity and an inner knowledge
that it might not be worth the struggle could exist in-

side a girl and generate conflict:
1
didn't think of myself as popular.
wanted to be just like anyone else but evidently

No,

I

.

.
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not enough to make a really big effort to do it.
I guess I wondered if it was really worth it in
the end.
I didn't see anyone around that wasn't
insecure a little bit about it (#207).

That "little bit" of insecurity seemed to be characteristic of the phenomenon of popularity.

Those who weren't

popular envied those who were, and those who were wondered

how long it would last:
think I was always very insecure. And I
don't think there was any reason for it, I mean,
I was very popular.
I was well-liked.
I did
well in school but I always wondered about it.
Very insecure about_it, just
wondered if I
was that accepted. /S
the
price
That's
you pay for
popularity^/ Yes, yes, always worrying about it.
I

.

.

.

.

.

:

(#308)

Three women remember being definitively and un-

qualifiedly popular:
was always either president or vice-president of
There was like the best girl and
my class.
the best boy. We were the most popular, and we also
I don't know how that worked
got the best marks.
(#201).
out that we were the most popular, but
I

.

.

.

....

I was always the funny
was popular.
just took everything
and
laughs
of
lot
girl,
I could get along with people
pretty lightly.
easily (#314

I

know

I

a

)

feel kind of boasting saying it /that. 1 was
I mean always
very popular^/, but I think so.
considering myself the leader of the girls. And
I
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kind of the most popular with the boys.

.

.

.

(#103).

Except for the desire not to appear conceited, these

women remember clearly that they were popular.

Other women

also expressed their awareness of being popular, but added

qualifiers as if to express the insecurity of the position:
The most popular girl in the neighborhood was a
girl named Nancy, she was my best friend. And
she was pretty and you know, tough, as far as, "strongwilled" is the best word for it. And T was her best
friend, so I suppose I was popular. Ve were the
center of the action (#210).

guess I was popular.
parties in sixth grade
I

.

got invited to all the

.1

f#312).

The instability of popularity is expressed in the apparent

insecurity of one's position.
long it would last.

Most people never knew how

It was possible to be popular one

year and not the next without really knowing why.

Also

changing schools during elementary school could mean the
sudden loss or gain
to be,

of popularity.

as has been said,

Popularity seemed

somewhat slippery.

One could

rarely be ultimately sure of it.
It was highly desired because it brought certain

rewards, mainly

a

kind of power and authority:

.

:

190

It seemed the kids that were really popular, the
teachers liked. They got away with a lot.
Although
I was in trouble a lot,
it was all half in jest.
I had one male teacher who would send me out in the
hall and the principal would come by and say, "Are
you out here again"? but it was always with a big
smile on his face (#314).

/When you are popular/ you're accepted and you are
extremely well-liked and people want to be with you
and the children that are not in that group sort of
look up to you and think, gee, isn't she or he lucky
and look at that idol up thereand they sort of put
you on a pedestal. Of course, this goes to your
head and you feel extra-special and extra super (#16).
And part of this power and special feeling lay in the very

fluctuating and ultimately uncertain cmality of popularity.
It became all the more powerful.

Women were aware when they were not one of the most
popular

knew the difference between being popular and
not being popular and I was part of the not being
popular (#318)
I

knew immediately I wasn't one of the popular
ones nor would I be (#321).
I

Sari:
Marion:

Were you aware of the most popular girls?
Yeah, and I was not one of them (#324).

The pain of unpopularity was expressed in different ways.

Some women expressed it in terms of loneliness, some in

.
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terms of lowered self-esteem and some in terms of the

defensive reaction on their part that not being popular
called for.

Some women needed to find strategies for

dealing with their lack of popularity:
was very insecure because I could never make it
with the popular girls.
Our school ran like very
much on in-group and out-group, and I was always on
the out-group and I had to decide whether I was
going to be content to be, I mean it was like resigned.
Ideally I would have liked to have been on the ingroup, but I had to decide ... I had to decide
what I was going to do, if I was just going to be
a waste or I was going to do something else.
I got
('#322).
into autobiographies
I

For most of the women,

no matter how they did express it,

not being popular caused pain.

This pain,

in turn,

caused

women to remember feeling less sure of themselves and less
confident of their ability to demand and receive attention
from the boys.
Girls who were paid

a

lot of attention by boys

were popular:
can just remember it as being part of this
like, like this feeling of being unpopular and
the only way to be popular was to get the guys
You couldn't do it on your own
to like you.
merit (#322
I

)

Being liked by the boys was an important symbol of popular-

.
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ity

At the same time, to be liked by the boys a girl

.

had to have certain characteristics or skills

known as a bright child was not one of them)

(to be

.

Some of

these that have already been mentioned were being pretty
or cute, being funny, and being

from Jewish backgrounds had

a

a

good athlete.

Women

certain perspective on what

kind of prettiness popularity entailed.

One woman

remembered feeling that it was because she was Jewish
that she was short and had
shape than Christians.

thin as was expected

a

more matronly and developed

She felt Christians were tall and

(#305).

Other women expressed feel-

ings relating their own image with their religion:
can remember a big thing about the playground
in elementary school, like who was popular and
more popular than who, and there were a couple
of kids, like there was a few of these blondes,
you know, really kind of Aryan-looking girls,
that I went to school with them all the way up,
that were like really, they were like groovy,
you know, people really wanted to hang out with
them (#322
I

)

was a tall, gawky girl and I remember those
very beautiful blondes and I was in a school
filled with Protestant children who were pinkYou knew they were going to
cheeked and blonde.
be the gamins of the future and that they were
already beginning to act that way and I was in a
different position (#321).
I

.

:
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Women who were not Jewish also felt that being pretty was
important in order to be liked by boys.

Pretty girls were

chased more on the playground.
There were other factors for popularity besides

They had to do with values, class and interests.

looks.

Women who were not popular and accepted

it,

as well as

those who constantly tried to be popular knew the difference between qualities that did nor did not lead to

popularity
I think in upper middle-class districts you tend
to have a lot of cliques and perhaps the smarter
you are, the more money you have, the more
aggressive you are, the more friends you seem to
have (#316
)

Yeah, being a cheerleader was the thing to do.
.Kids who were cheerleaders were kids who
were from upper middle-class families who had
money to dress nice and look cute and be charming and all this stuff and who also came from
nice, you know, fairly secure families.
Because
that kind of charm comes from kids who are, who
are self-assured.
The kind of thing I think you
know, that I projected with the, with like the, I was
like a weirdo, you know (#318).
.

.

/What it took to be popular in elementary schoojV
was, I guess, a certain way of presenting yourself,
you know, mostly with the boys. That was important.
.There were certain kinds of you know, certain
ways of presenting yourself, latent fertility, you
.

.

.

.
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know, very flirtatious

(#307).

I look different.
I had different values even
at that age.
I was a little more interested in

my studies, more serious and worried (#321).
/In sixth grade/ all the girls started to base
their opinions on boys.
.what the boys thought
of them and whether they were cute or not and it
was almost no intellectual, you know, being a good
student didn't get you anywhere as far as the social
prestige or being popular and that was a real shock
for me because I had, you know, enjoyed school.
And the whole thing with the boys, from then on
until I was out of high school, the whole thing
about basing your identity on what boys thought of
you and having a good figure and in this town
everything was oriented towards cute girls that
made beauty ctueens (#309)
.

.

.

.

.

What's important is that you're physically
developed and have nice clothes and date and go out
with boys and neck and the hell with grades (#310)
remember talking to this kid once about why I
didn't get along with the other kids and I remember
that part of it was the fact that I talked too much.
That was really important--that business about
I was a kid who talked a lot, who
talking. ...
moved around a lot and it really wasn't acceptable
anywhere you know (#318)
I

These qualities--looks

,

charm,

attitude,

and mannerisms--

made the difference between high and low status, between

being liked and ignored by boys.

And in the latter grades

being popular or, equivalently, being liked by the boys,
was perceived to define

a

girl's social success.

:
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Certainly it was not simply romance and flirtatious
relationships between boys and girls which all women perceived as defining popularity in school.

Women expressed

their comfort with being tomboys differently.
from the South,

Two women

for example, continually mentioned the

importance of shape and the "beauty queen" syndrome as

having tremendous importance even as young as sixth grade.
Other women, though they were interested in boys, felt
more comfortable being children or tomboys than adoles-

cents in the elementary school grades.

While some women

reported wearing lipstick as early as fifth grade, other

women remember wanting to hold on to their time as
children
/Buying clothes became/ an obsession in Wesport
/ConnV I don't know if it would have been if
I think it probably
we'd stayed in Maryland.
would have been. Maybe not to the same extent.
But I can remember being horrified at some of my
friends who were older and would go off to
junior high school and come back wearing lipstick and stuff, and not want to play the games
we used to play, games at night. The whole
.it was really a close-knit
neighborhood.
neighborhood and the whole neighborhood would
come and play flashlight tag and different things.
I can remember one of my friends who went to
junior high and she came back, and I said, 'Oh
come on, we're going to play flashlight tag
.
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tonight" and she said, "that’s kids' games,
that's boys' games
We shouldn't play those
anymore. "
And she wouldn't play them anymore.
It was really sad (#103).
.

Growing up, for tomboys, meant that they would no longer
be able to be tomboys.

For in elementary school it was

still possible to be popular and be

a

tomboy,

if the

standard for popularity was not totally centered around

being cute and attractive.

As some women have reported,

being athletic and being perceived as

a

leader were also

standards for popularity.
Overwhelmingly, however, women reported the

importance of being chosen by boys as
their success in school.

a

need which defined

The women who were chosen by

boys remember the experience as less traumatic than
those who were never chosen, or who had to continually

struggle to remain in

a

certain social grouping.

As

one of the Southern women reported, she had to give up her
interest in schoolwork, reading and other "intellectual"

pursuits in order to be included with the popular girls
in the school.

group,

For those who were excluded from the

reading often became

6

Italics mine.

a

refuge for them.

Some
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turned to autobiographies, and some to reading books

under the table.

But the importance of being chosen

could not be escaped and if one was not chosen or
selected, a feeling of powerlessness arose:
I

was always out of it and

"Right,

think that my feelings about

I

men were like extended from that; like

I

felt like no

men would ever select me to go out with or hang around

with or be their girlfriend (#322)."
Women remembered that girls were chosen according
to certain standards; there were

certain qualities that made

a

,

as has been discussed,

girl popular.

The develop-

ment of these qualities tended to discourage individuality among girls and to encourage the more conforming

aspects of the female personality that have been men-

tioned so often in the literature (Tuddenham, 1951, 1952;
Kagan,

1964).

Since popularity signaled success to them,

the women remembered the tremendous pressure that they
felt on them as girls to develop the qualities that would

ensure that they would be chosen.

And yet, the very

transient and unstable nature of popularity meant that
it was never

something about which one could be absolutely
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certain.

Consequently, most women remembered the ulti-

mate insecurity of being popular.
The interplay between the different forces in the

school which revolved around peer relationships and their
power,

and relationships with the teacher and the im-

balance of power which existed there, were constant aspects
of the elementary school environment that demanded atten-

tion from the pupils.

A good teacher could,

in some

situations, compensate for an unhappy peer group situation
and friends could often compensate for an unhappy class-

room or, perhaps, family situation.
all,

School did, after

carry different weights in the lives of these women,

depending on the nature of their home situation.

Family

difficulties such as a mother with psychiatric problems,
or an alcoholic father could outweigh the importance of

school in

a

child's life.

school was perceived to be
lives; as Jackson argued,

But for most of the women,
a

tremendous force in their

it often determined the quality

of their childhoods.

Teacher and peer demands and attitudes did not

always occur separately.

They often were difficilt to
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distinguish in terms of the kinds of feelings they en-

gendered in the women and together they heightened the

win-lose aspect of the school situation.

Together, they

made the need for attention and praise more urgent, and

highlighted the achievement- fa i lure syndrome.
school was reported to be boring or

a

"blah" experience

by many of the women in terms of its intellect
tion,

it was difficult

Although

ial

stimula-

for any of the women to ignore

the social demands that were placed on them.

Schoolwork

may have been boring, but the women were usually still
involved in

a

tense situation as far as how much attention

or praise they were able to get, or what effect knowledge
of achievement or failure had on their individual psyches.
The need for attention and praise was reported
to be enormous.

Many women recalled wanting it from

their teachers:

—

to be first or to
I always wanted to be chosen
go get the milk or to take the attendance down
Or, to
to the nurse, things like that.
write on the board except when it came to answering questions, you know (#312).
.

.

.

think I was always very much trying to get
1
think I probably did anything that
attention.
I

.

.
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I thought would attract attention,
except for
doing anything really bad (#209)

I always wanted it.
oriented (#315

I

was very attention-

)

remember being very favored by the teachers.
Really seeking out their attention and getting
it to a great extent.
You know, a lot of "you
got a good mark" or "you got a good grade."
That sort of stuff (#101).
I

Those who got attention, or who were "chosen" were those

whose self-worth was publicly reaffirmed by the teachers
in front of peers.

Not everyone wanted to be the center

of attention, however.

Several women reported that they

wanted to attract as little attention as possible:
All the way through school I always felt, I mean
even through high school, that I wasn't able to
take the lead for anything. And I really didn't
want to be the center of attention, or the focus
I just felt that I
of attention, you know.
it
really couldn't do
(#206).

Being the center of attention was equated here with being
a

leader and taking charge of

a

situation.

Other women

also did not want to be the center of attention because
they ecuated it with "making waves."

They wanted to

"fade into the woodwork and not be a problem to anybody

(#319)."

They did not want to rebel or to "cut against

.
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the grain

(#309)

But there was a difference between

.

"

not wanting to be the center of attention and getting

attention from the teacher.

All the women reported

a

need for getting attention from the teacher whether it

was the teacher complimenting them on

a

time to help them specifically with

schoolwork problem

a

talent, taking

such as reading, or treating them on the basis of what

their needs were as individuals.

Since much of this

positive form of attention was often rarely forthcoming,

many women resorted to other tactics and behaviors in
order to get attention:
I think.
I was a big show-off,
have something special (#203).

I

always had to

used to try to draw attention to myself by
acting a little bit idiotic, a little stupid
I

(#321)

remember there was a girl in my class that
was a really good drawer and I stayed after
school and I copied one of her pictures down
I wanted to draw as good
to turn in.
as she did 'cause she always got all the
praise for sending in such nice artwork (#302).
I

.

.

.

I read everything
polio and I
had
I could about people who had
think it was the attention I wanted the attention
that sometimes those with polio get (#304).

/I pretended to have polio^/

—

.
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I was always singled out at the glee club to
take the bow for the whole chorus because I had
fresh flowers in my hair. You know, it was a
whole set of stuff like that. Teachers always.
I would untie the sashes of my dresses and the
teachers would spend time tyinc^ my sashes back up
and patting me on the head. /S:_ You mean, you
would untie it to get attention2/ Uh huh (#101).
.

.

remember I used to do things to try and get
attention once in a while. Like sometimes I would
go up to the teacher and ask a really dumb question.
You know, "are we supposed to be reading"? "Are
we supposed to be writing"? Or some exercise and
I'd go up and ask a totally stupid cuestion that
had nothing to do with what was going on (#206)
I

If it was impossible to get attention for the normal range

for whatever the

of activities,

reason— a large class,

a

lackadaisical teacher, or other circumstances— other
activities or behaviors with more negative connotations
attached to them in terms of maturity had to be resorted
to in order to get the attention that was needed.

Attention and praise made girls feel good, women
recalled.

When

I

told one woman that

recollections that she had received
she replied,

me and

that

I

"Yes,

I

did.

I

'

sensed from her

lot of attention,

knew the teachers liked

had a lot of friends.

(#314) 7

a

I

What child wouldn't like

Being one of the children who got

a

lot
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of attention from a teacher made

a

child feel special

and gave her a feeling of high status.

These girls felt

better about themselves than did children who received
less attention in much the same way that,

as one woman

reported, children who were popular and looked up to by

other children also felt special.

Women who felt that they could not really get
enough attention by themselves in the classroom remembered

receiving attention vicariously through boys who acted out
in class or were troublemakers.

One woman discussed this

feeling directly:
One /kind of boy who got in trouble^/ was like
the boy I mentioned before who was very clever
and witty and even the teachers really thought
But he was a little wisehe was adorable.
guy and I guess he did what our whole group
wanted to do. We kind of lived vicariously
through him (#201).

Other women reported that they secretly admired boys

who got in trouble for "hacking around.
the boys for what they dared to do:

One envied

"

"/I envied them

not

for seeming to act out more/, seeming to, you know,

be afraid of getting into trouble.
I

I

guess really

think also they were more accepted and

I

knew

it

l

was.

(#322)."

2

04

Attention from the teacher was not the only
important kind of attention or praise to acquire.

was also important to get attention from boys.

It

One

woman who rarely felt appreciated by boys reported how
good it made her feel to ha

boy pay attention to her:

a

Even at these dances in sixth and seventh grade
that you would sit at and no one would ask you
to dance.
Billy would always ask me to dance at
least once to make me feel good, which I
appreciate now even more (#323).
The prevalence of situations where girls waited to be

asked was much greater than those where they did not have
to face this kind of shame.

To have a boy pay attention

to her was almost the most important thing to one woman:

"/Boys/ were like something like if they would pay attention
to me

I

was like the most honored thing in the world

(#322)."

Referring to herself as

not simply a slip of the tongue.

a

"thing" was probably

Waiting for this honor

could create such a feeling of powerlessness and passigirl could indeed feel that she was no longer

vity that

a

a person,

but a thing.

Paulo Freire

(1970) has distinguished

between things or "objects" and persons or "subjects."
Subjects are those who know and act, while objects are
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those which are known and acted upon.

The women inter-

viewed for this study seem to remember themselves more
as objects than as subjects.

be chosen,

to be liked,

They were always waiting to

to be selected.

Though they parti-

cipated in their position by denying their real interests
or pretending to care about things that they did not

really care about, ihey often found themselves in the role
of the passive object.

had to defy

a

Those who did not succumb usually

tremendous group pressure in order to

retain some of their individuality.

Many of the tactics that women reported engaging
in so that they might get some attention from the teacher,

or if not her from their peers, represented behaviors

that they felt added to their individuality.

stupid Questions may not have been

a

Asking

way to get

a

boy-

friend, but it was a way for a girl to separate herself

from the herd and to get the attention recruisite to that
activity.

Being individualistic and winning boys' admira-

tion did not usually go together, and so in getting whatever sort of attention one did from disruptive or inter-

rupting behaviors, often meant that one did not possess
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the "cool" to be popular.

Attention and praise were so important, finally,

because they became synonomous with being liked.

who got attention from boys were liked by them.

Girls
Girls

who sought attention from teachers wanted to be liked

by them.

Also associated with being liked by both

teachers and peers was the level of one's achievement or
failure in the classroom.

Achievement, too, brought

attention and praise; and failure, while it might have

brought
praise.

a

certain amount of attention, did not bring
Achieving,

like getting attention, however, was

related to being liked.

Many women who reported that they were achievers,
recalling liking school.

When school was seen as

a

place

where one achieved, then, for the achiever it was

a

place

where positive reinforcement was received.

Failure, on

the other hand, could mean that one lost approval:

We had an intense privilege system.
If you
learned something, like if you learned long
division and we would have these tests, you
would get to hang out in the cloak room (we
If you
had these walk-in closets). ...
didn't learn it, you would have to stay after

.

:

.
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school and re-take the test.
See, if by achieving
she began to like me and she was more.
.well.
If you were dumb in her class, though, you really
got ranked out, like really she would really insult
you so you were really afraid of being dumb (#322).
.

In this kind of an

achievement-failure syndrome, the teacher

becomes almost like the manipulative parent who says,

you're good.

I'll love you

— if

you're not,

I

"If

won't."

Translated into teacher /student terms, this message becomes
transmitted as "students who try are liked and those who
do not try will not be liked."

The loss of approval

implied in failure becomes the eauivalent of the loss of

parental love implied in wrongdoing.
fore,

Many women, there-

reported losing self-confidence if they did not

achieve
The special /reading/ class was set up on an individual basis; just me and the teacher. And I
I can remember trying so
hated those situations.
hard to please whomever I was working with and always
feeling that I could never achieve what they wanted
from me (#102
)

Sari:

Marge:

Do you remember anything about reading out

loud?
I remember
Yeah, that's what I remember.
how humiliating it was not to know any of
the words (#210)

One of my biggest hang-ups in elementary school
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was that I was really shy and hated to read out
loud and for some reason just couldn't read out
loud.
And it really warped my enjoyment of
school. ...
I was always in the middle reading group which killed me because in everything
else I did fine but I just couldn't read out loud.
So I got stuck in the middle reading group (#103).
The inability to read out loud well could mean the failure

to live up to one's image as always being

a

member of the

"top" groupand the consequent loss of self-esteem which

resulted.

It could also

reaffirm one's inability to per-

form school work well and consequently confirm one's lack

of self-confidence.

The manner in which these women

reported their feelings about achievement and failure
reflected the relationship between performance level and
the degree to which the teacher has been pleased.

One of

these women reported her desire to achieve in order to
If the teacher were pleased,

please the teacher.

the woman would feel liked.

then

This worked as much for women

who did experience achievement feelings as for those who
did not:
I

felt

I

"I

used to like to read aloud in class because

did it well.

read until you made

a

In some class,

mistake and

They had to stop me (#314)."

I

I

remember, you could

never made

a

mistake.
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Achievement, as can be seen, was closely linked
to attention and praise in the minds of the women, while

failure was linked to a lack of self-confidence and the
feeling of being disliked.
and who did not.

Peers were aware of who achieved

They contributed to what has been called

the public nature of the elementary school classroom
(

Dreeben

,

1968;

Jackson,

1968)

.

You did not achieve or

fail in private, but rather in front of many others.

Achievement could therefore be enhanced and failures become
doubly shameful.
The girl in school seemed to have existed, as

respondents reported of their own experiences,
of a network of power relations.

in the midst

The teacher-student

relationship and one's contacts with peers created an
atmosphere that was reported to have either been over-

whelming in its demands, or reinforcing in its potential
for attention and praise.
in between.

There were, of course, positions

But what happened in the social system of the

school demanded that girls take on

a

certain posture.

Part of the struggle reported by many of the women inter-

viewed concerned the discovery of the nature of that posture
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and then the reconciliation of it with one's own
nature.
Some,

as we have seen, were able to take on the
posture

as their own for attention,

popularity and for what has

overwhelmingly been described as the feeling of having
been

chosen."

Others,

for whatever reasons, whether

they were too talkative, not attractive enough, or some-

how "different," were unable to behave as they felt they
ought to, and experienced feelings of exclusion and lone1

iness

.

The teacher and peer relationships and the conflicts and daily happenings that were engendered from

them constituted the major portion of what women reported
about the experiences they encountered in school.

The

quality of their schooling seemed to be most fully expressed
to them in the context of their experiences with teachers
and other students.

This is clearly not surprising since

these two groups constitute the major portion of those
one confronts everyday in school.

Only

a

minor portion

of the school population is made up of administrators
and other building personnel.
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What is important in the experiences described

by the informants are the visible controlling aspects of
their relationships.
a

The achievement of popularity was

powerful force in the lives of the women.

It was a

goal that was greatly desired and difficult to maintain.

Only

a

few could be popular in most of the school situations

the women described, and the rest of the women had to
look with longing on those who are.

The longing was not,

however, always expressed similarly.

Some who were excluded

from the inner circles of the popular felt critical of the

popular children for their insensitivity to those who

were not.

Others reacted defensively and with more of

a

self-protective attitude, expressing hate for or defiance
of the popular group.

Perhaps the most ultimately des-

tructive reaction came from those who turned their criticism onto themselves:

"I

was never jealous of the girls

/who got attention from boys/.

It was more,

wrong with me' kind of thing (#323)."

'what's

These women remembered

blaming themselves for their inability to "make it."
In spite of the many active and initiating activities

discussed by the women, this position of waiting to be
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chosen

was essentially a passive one.

And while boys

too may have waited to be chosen to take the lunch money
to the office, and other symbols of privilege and attention, they did not also have to face the double bind which

the women remembered.

Women not only experienced the

passivity that is perhaps inherent in the structure of
the traditional elementary school, but also they experienced
it in their vigil to be chosen by the boys.

by the boys affirmed one's identity as

a

process was, as many of the women hinted,

To be chosen

girl.

This

intensified

further as they progressed through the junior high and high
school years.

Some women reported that they were able to

escape certain patterns and demands made on them by perhaps being tomboys or by the possession of deep interests
in other activities.

On the whole, however,

the pressure

was difficult to escape and few did.
The various relationships that have been discussed
in

this chapter, and the experiences and values that

grew out of the ways in which these relationships were

structured comprised the daily life of these elementary
school women.

The nature of their experience has been
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discussed in order that it may serve as

a

background to

the more specific questions that will be examined in the
next chapter as well as in succeeding ones.

CHAPTER V

"OH MISS SMILE YOU DO BEGUILE"

One of the women who discussed at length her

perceptions of elementary school explained that in spite
of competitive feelings she recalled experiencing during

those years— a competition which was expressed mostly in

reading and other school sub jects--she remembered little

jealousy toward girls she felt were equal or superior to
her in their schoolwork.

Her jealousy arose, however,

when in fourth grade, she lost

a

contest she wanted very

much to win:
The only time I was ever jealous of a girl was in
the smiles contest; I was very mad
That was when
that was put on by the dental
society; the girl with the prettiest smile won
I was __
this award and was Miss Smile for the year.
friends
One of my best
/won/mad about that
That's about the first time I was ever really
jealous of someone (#203).

....

.

.

.

....

Though the "Miss Smile" contest was an individual experience that only one woman recounted, the existence of such
a

contest expresses metaphorically an awareness

ot

sex-
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role expectations which many women described. And it is
the nature of these perceived expectations which will be

examined in this chapter.
In spite of the fact that the

was engineered by

a

"Miss Smile" contest

group primarily concerned with dental

education rather than sex-role development, the contest

manages to epitomize the image of the ideal girl that the
respondents described.

As the women discussed what aware-

ness they had of sex-role expectations, the girl whom they

described as fulfilling those expectations ideally
resembled the winner of

a

Miss Smile contest.

And as in

all contests, as the discussion of popularity in the pre-

ceding chapter made distressingly clear, there are few

winners and many losers.
There are many ways to talk about sex roles, and

the women interviewed did touch on this subject in

variety of ways.

a

While the last chapter discussed some

aspects of elementary school that were related to sexrole development,

such as the problem of popularity, this

chapter will focus more directly on sex-role development
as it was described by the respondents.

Their awareness
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of expected behaviors, the effect of this awareness on

their self —image, and the limitations they expressed

which their image of the proper role for

a

girl entailed

are the issues to which this chapter directs itself.
As ways in which women reported their consciousness of

sex role are discussed, Kagan's observations of the

nature of female attributes should be kept at the back
of the reader's mind.

The women's discussions of their elementary school

experiences indicated an awareness of certain expectations
piade

upon them as girls, as well as the existence of an

image of

a

"good" girl.

This awareness of both image and

behavioral expectations was described in reference to
number of aspects of school life.

a

An attempt to dis-

tinguish here between the awareness that many women had
of the image of the "good girl" and an individual in-

ability at times to live up to this standard would be
artificial.

In maiy instances the nature of the image

was only discussed in terms of

a

woman's feeling

that she could never measure up to it.

A discussion

.
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® f the nature of the image and the ways in which women

they related to this picture provides

a

framework

for discussion of the limitations they depicted were

inherent in that role.
The image that most women described of the ideal,

or as they put it "proper" girl, was surprisingly similar,

given the women's disparate economic and geographic backgrounds.
obedience,

This image was one which represented inactivity,
"keeping clean" and wearing pretty dresses.

Only three described themselves as fitting this image:
I see myself as being very good and not wanting
to do anything wrong and doing very well in school.
Just the kind of thing that drives me crazy now
when I think of it.
But that's what I was really
My mother would go up
like.
A nice little girl.
and everyone would say, "Oh she's just wonderful."
/I was/ too compliant (#202).
I was a good
Teachers always liked me
I was
student and I guess I was a sweet girl.
I think I wasn't
often the teacher's pet. ...
aggressive. A "sweet little girl" as they were
always saying (#314).
.

.

.

.

was always the sweet little girl and the teacher's
pet and later on, I just couldn't cut that any
more (#310)
I
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These women described themselves as nice or sweet little
girls, and they probably came closer than any other women
to picturing themselves as fitting the image of the ideal

girl.

And yet, at least one did not feel that she fit the

image perfectly.

As was said earlier with regard to the

"Miss Smile" contest, there are few winners and many

losers.
a

The first woman who described herself as being

nice girl reported later that she had always felt

"terrible" about

being too fat.

She felt she was

supposed to be slim.
Few women, however, saw themselves fitting this
image of ideal girlhood; most felt that in one way or

another they were inadeauate.

Some felt that they were

too active:
liked the girls who did things. You know I
liked Cathy because she'd go bicycle riding, play
some
But
baseball, and go bowling.
girls--like I remember Connie. She was very ladyKind of like a model
like.
She was very quiet.
girl.
And I used to think, "Oh, isn't it nice.
But I still wanted
And I wish I had blond hair."
to be more active than I thought she was (#303).
I

.

.

.

.

.

.

"Girls
was always told that by my parents.
don't act that way." And, I would wear sweatshirts and you know sweat and get dirty and not
I

.
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take a bath and they thought that was terrible.
That I was acting like a boy.
They might have
even been instrumental in separating me from
Barry, the little boy across the street that I
played with.
I remember being very encouraged
to play with the girls in the neighborhood, but
they weren't that much fun (#315).

These women focused on the inactivity the image demanded
and thought they partially desired to fit into the role,

they also cared more for an active life.

Another woman

felt that she was too awkward and clumsy:

didn't fit into anything the other girls did.
I never played with dolls, I was too big for
dancing lessons; piano lessons were fine, I was good
at that, that was all right.
But I never wore
dresses, pretty frij^ly dresses.
I just didn't
fit into what she /her mother^/ thought she wanted
in a daughter (#304).
I

Another felt that she was somehow too masculine:
felt kind of different from other girls.
And I
felt much more masculine than the girls. I never
called it masculine, but I felt I wanted someI always did
thing that other girls didn't want.
very well in school and I always had interests, I
can't explain it to you, but I always had these other
desires (#210
I

)

And another felt that she did not do what she was supposed
to do;

she just did not fit:

1

.
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You have to be a perfect little girl in the Soith.
.Yeah, well I was just the opposite of what,
what it was supposed to be. You were supposed to
be cruiet, extremely polite and courteous.
You wore dresses and you didn't get dirty and you
just, you know, it was like being a model or something, you know, you didn't do anything that was
real, that kids really did.
You know, yo never
talked back, you said, "yes ma'am" and you said
"yes sir" and all this stuff You really didn't
.you lived in a little cage of, or you were
supposed to live in a little cage of, of like perfection.
I_ think
the title of Look Up From the
Pedesta /sic/ says it all, you know, because as
long as you're sitting on the pedestal you're
sure not going anywhere else. You know, you're
just sitting there (#318)
.

.

.

.

.

1

.

.

The lack of activity and expressed energy apparent in
this description presents the picture of

very much contained and still.

a

girl who is

The difficulty of anyone

achieving this status at an early age

is

difficult to

imagine if one has spent any time at all around children
in a classroom situation.

How real these descriptions

are in terms of what was actually demanded of girls is

difficult to ascertain, but the presence of this image
hanging over the heads of the girls as they went about
their daily lives is plain.

So while it is not possible

to know if these expectations were really made of them.

•

2
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the belief that they were shaped their behavior, at least
in retrospect.

As part of this image of the model girl that

they envisioned, they commented on aspects of their

classroom and school behavior as to how their activities
were aligned with this image.

In

answer to nuestions

about whether they acted mischievously or aggressively

in

the classroom, two women described their behavior:
sort of liked to do things as they came and
did what I was told.
My parents were really,
really proud of me. ...
I never caused any
problems.
I held my own with the teachers.
I
never was teacher's pet but they all liked me.
I did my homework and I brought home the
good grades and all that kind of stuff (f-lO'M.
I

.

.

.

/I was not mischievous/ at all, probably
.yeah, that's tied in with
should have been.
being overly serious about everything, you know,
how I was. My friends had certain perceptions
and I fit very much into those perceptions and I
knew that and I guess I wanted that when I was
You know, I wanted their
growing up.
approval and that's one way I tried to get it (l'3?4)

No,

.

.

.

.

For these two women an obedient and passive kind of behavi 01

brought certain rewards.

Both of these women reported

high scholastic achievement, and insistence on their conforming behavior seems to have been reflected

in

thei

i

.
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manner in the classroom.
Many women felt that this confining image, one
that rein orced passive and conforming patterns,

reflected

I

an appropriate behavior expected,

the elementary school child.

as they pnt it,

from

Some women recalled an

ability to exhibit this kind of behavior:
I was passive in the fact that I was trying to
do what a good child was supposed to do.
Probably
being passive and being quiet when I was supposed
to and all that and then I never went against
the norm in that respect.
And, I guess the
teacher's attitude was pretty important. And so
I'd usually do what they said which was being auiet
at the right time.
No, I didn't cut against the
grain (#309)

was a good girl.
I never got into trouble.
always did what the teacher said (#315).
I

I

Everybody liked me:
Oh yes, /I was a/ model kid.
smile, sweetness and joy and light and, you know,
.and it just wasn't real (#310).
all of that.
.

know that I was always very quiet in school and
I was kind of looked upon favorable because I was
I did what I was supposed
quiet and I did well.
I was generally
to do and never caused much trouble.
asked to help out, to be the teacher's helper (#317).
I

The model child described as passive, obedient,

friendly

and helpful is differentiated as neither boy nor girl,

but rather represents behavior that women perceived was
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expected,

ideally,

from all children.

In

reality, how-

ever, behaviors in the classroom seemed to often be sex-

segregated

.

Women described some differences between boys'
and girls' classroom behavior.

The descriptions of the

differences were, by and large, what the literature might
lead one to expect:

The girls tended to be much more sedate.
Tended
not to be the kind of troublemakers that the boys
were, they were not rowdy, they weren't loud.
So,
to a certain extent the boys were quite "being
boys" (#205).

think the boys /got in trouble more/ because
they did a lot more rough-housing kind of things,
the belligerence-- "Oh yeah"? "Yeah"! That kind
The girls were a lot more underhanded.
of thing.
They developed a, maybe because all the teachers
were women, I don't know (#207).
I

If boys are doing something bad

in the classroom,
it.
Like they

they tend to be very loud about
tended to squirm in their seats more, or like all
the whole physical gesturing thing was more indicLike I could always write a note and
ative to me.
pass it and look like I was paying perfect attention, while I don't think they had the same, they
didn't have the same skills of sitting in their
seats and looking busy, while not doing what they
were supposed to do (#101).

—
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I can just remember a couple of the kids that the
teachers particularly liked. They were the girls
who sat fairly quietly in the class, generally
toward the front, raised their hands whenever the
teacher asked a question, listened all the time
and played up in a flirtatious kind of way to the
teachers.
In the kind of ways that girls do:
kind
of smiled a lot, and seemed to feel, to give the
teachers a sense of importance of all the kinds of
things the teacher would say /italics mine/.
And
the boys were usually just hacking around, tried
to sit in the back of the class. Urn, they obviously
didn't feel that the teacher was that important a
person. And didn't make him feel good about himself in that kind of way (#102).

The differences in the behavior of the sexes was manifested
in the classroom.

The boys acted out more, were less

subtle in their behaviors, and did not seem to feel that
it was so important to obey the teacher as the girls did.

The boys,

furthermore, as contrasted with those girls

that the teachers seemed to favor, did not make the teacher
feel as good about herself or as "important" as the girls
did.

Kagan

This perception is interesting in light of what
(1964) noted about the sex-role behaviors of women

that she is supposed to be nurturant to others.

In the

classroom situation, teachers were perceived to reward
those girls who performed this nurturant function, who

2 75

made the teacher feel better about herself.

One of the

ways, then, that girls were able to ingratiate themselves

with the teacher was to "act in the kind of ways that
girls do

and give the teacher a sense of importance

regarding her role in the classroom.
The women reported that they felt passive rather

than aggressive behavior on their parts was encouraged.

Teachers generally reinforced behavior that reflected

quiet and obedient attitudes on the part of the girls

1
.

The teacher supported children's curiosity or who

arranged frequent singing periods so that suppressed energy
could be released were described rarely by the respondents.

Those women who did recall aggressive behavior on their
part in the classroom faced certain difficulties.

One

woman recalled being kept back in the third grade for
her aggressive behavior.

This behavior she defined as

getting into some fights with other children over territorial issues on the playground,

and not exhibiting neatness

1

It might be expected that when the respondents
talk of behavior in general in the classroom rather than
about their own behavior in particular that the data
would be less reliable. The data must, therefore, be
taken as less reliable than that information that women
reported about their own experiences in school. But the
recollections about sex-differentiated behavior in the
classroom seem to reinforce so accurately the information

reported about individual experiences, that it seems valuable
to add these generalizations in light of what the individual experiences were explained to be.

.
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in her work;

she tended to be,

she recalled,

fairly sloppy.

She also remembered finding it difficult to sit still in

class for long periods of time.

been

a

She felt that had she

boy, her behavior would not have caused her to

repeat the grade:

Actually when I think about that kind of situation
it's very clear that my kind of aggressive behavior
might have been much more acceptable if I had been
a boy because that’s kind of the way all the boys
acted.
Girls weren't supposed to do that (#102).
Whether or not her perception of the situation was accurate
is impossible to know for certain; her analysis,

represents her perception.

In her perspective,

however,

her

behavior was as a natural expression of the energy of
youth
think what I feel is that boys are allowed to be
themselves and girls aren't. And that's really at
Because being very
the heart of the situation.
aggressive at that age and not wanting to sit still
in the classroom isn't a matter of being immature,
it's a matter of being normal (#102).
I

Although over twenty-five women reported

difficulty manifesting aggressive behavior, or that

a

sense of inappropriateness arose when that sort of behavior

was expressed, the ways in which women defined aggressive
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behavior differed.

Aggressiveness was often interpreted

as behavior that exhibited initiating,

independent Dualities.

Women who described themselves as having been outgoing
viewed that quality as aggressive in terms of making
friendships.

Aggressive behavior was also defined,

however, as fighting or disruptive behavior and generally

carried negative connotations.

For women who referred

to aggressive behavior with these connotations, there was
little about a woman being aggressive that could be con-

sidered positive.

This kind of behavior was seen as

anti-social and was not described as
for a woman or a girl to possess.

a

positive Duality

Because "aggressive"

did not describe or refer to other than fighting behavior,

these women did not see it as an important part of, or at
least an acceptable part of, the make-up of a child's

personality.
Those who interpreted aggressiveness as representative of behavior which connoted initiation rather than

pugilistics or bullying talked about aggression in many
ways.

They (even women who were not overtly involved

aggression
in the women's liberation movement) discussed
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as a Quality which they now wish they could have
expressed

more clearly and easily.

One woman described how difficult

it was for her to express aggression and feel
comfortable

with it:
Leslie:

At times I could be pretty aggressive.
But it was always hard to be aggressive
and get away with it.
How come?
You know, women behavior, it was not to
£>e.
I found it was hard to get away
.hard to be aggressive.
I'm trying
to think of a specific example of being
put down for being aggressive.
I can't
but I'm sure it must have happened, you
know (#307).
.

Sari
Leslie:
:

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

Whether she experienced any actual difficulties in being
aggressive is hard to determine as she recalled no
specific experience where she was chastized for her
behavior.

Another woman remembered that she felt intimi-

dated by the idea of being aggressive in sports even though
she was a good athlete:

can remember third grade is sort of when the
I was tall so I was
sports trips started. ...
a tremendous broad jumper and I never like
It hasn't
really worked on any of my sports.
been until this year that I have ever really
got into it at all and I am a good athlete, and
you know, that I haven't been intimidated by the
And by the time I was
idea of being aggressive.
in third grade, I was starting to get intimidated.
I

.

.

.
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I

was getting like very shy about the whole thing

(#322)

It was difficult if not impossible for her to behave in
as aggressive manner as she felt her ability entitled

her to do; social pressures of the third grade held her

back
The expression of aggression by girls often meant

that they were seen as "problems."

One woman perceived

that part of the reason she got in trouble for talking was

because she was

a

girl:

I was more of a problem than other talkative
children, but I firmly believe that part of why
it was so terrible for me to do all this stuff
was the fact that I was a girl, and I was too
aggressive for a girl, you know, I was too outspoken. I just didn't behave cruietly and sweetly
I didn't
like little girls are supposed to.
fit into anybody's idea of what little girls are
supposed to be (#318)

Because her individual personality did not fit the image

girls were expected to have, she perceived that she was
punished for it.
a

Another woman, cited earlier, repeated

grade because she was so active:
was never a kid who sat still in class, always
I was
had a lot of energy and I loved recess.
thing.
of
sort
that
at
always very good
I

.
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I had to repeat third grade, and the reason I
repeated it wasn't because I had any academic
difficulties with it, it was rather because the
teacher said I was immature, and I couldn't sit
still in class and I was aggressive and this
fighting behavior (#102).

While some women remembered that they felt it was difficult
for them to behave aggressively, those who did express

aggression were often punished for it.
Inhibition was seen as one cause of the repression
of aggression.

One woman felt that girls did not try

to "get away with things" in the classroom because they

were "really inhibited (#201)."

Another woman interpreted

her ability to be aggressive as a result, partially, of
her uninhibited nature:

"I

but not in the extreme.

I

when

I

was young and

(#325)."

I

was definitely more aggressive,
was feeling good about myself

don't think

I

was too inhibited

Inhibition was seen by these women as

a

factor

which resulted in the self-censorship of aggressive
feelings
One of the women who connected aggressiveness

with

a

lack of inhibition also talked about "feeling good

about myself"; in other words, confidence.

This relation-

.
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I

when

I

was young and
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was feeling good about myself

don't think
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Inhibition was seen by these women as

a

factor

which resulted in the self-censorship of aggressive
feelings
One of the women who connected aggressiveness

with a lack of inhibition also talked about "feeling good
about myself"; in other words, confidence.

This relation-

:

:

.

.
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ship

between aggressiveness and self-confidence was

made by several women.

One woman felt that she was pass-

ive rather than aggressive because she had no confidence

to act on her own
In elementary school

I would say I was very
passive, only because I never had the confidence
to just do something on my own.
I think the
social pressures were pretty heavy, to use a
modern-day term (#316)

Another woman described her inability to take leadership
similarly
Because all the way through school I always
felt, I mean even through high school, that I
wasn't able to take the lead for anything.
And I really didn't want to be the center of
attention (#206)
A lack of certainty about her abilities seemed to make
it impossible,

as the woman perceived it,

for her to take

In accordance with the attitudes of these

leadership.

two women, another woman who felt that she generally

exhibited behavior that was guiet and confined was able
to act with a certain amount of aggressiveness in an

area in which she felt self-confident:
in music

where

I

I

felt secure because

fit,

I

"If

I

felt, well

knew my place,

I

knew

so that would make me almost aggressive

(#304).
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Being aggressive could be associated, then, with possessing self-confidence.

Aggression was associated not only with selfconf idence and

a

lack of inhibition but also with more

ordinary attributes.

Talkativeness, energy, athletic

ability and an inability to sit still were also related
to being aggressive.

Contrasted to these descriptions of

behavior stands the image of what the women imagined the
proper girl to be.

She emerged as quiet, contained, mind-

ful of adult directives and poised.

As these women des-

cribed their images of "appropriate" good-girl behavior,
one gets the sense that this sort of life would carry

little joy, sponteneity or enthusiasm.

That the women

heightened the immobility of model girl in order to justify

why they never could behave as they were expected, may be
a

possible explanation for the lifelessness that emerges

in the description of these images, but the memories of

those who remembered fitting the image seemed to concur

with those who were always lacking.
Another important part of the image or role
that women described related to recollections of their

.

.
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appearance.

What

a

girl looked like was terribly important.

That prettiness was one of the requisites for popularity
was discussed somewhat in the previous chapter.

Good

looks and the right clothes impressed boys:
The boys were always impressed with the other
girls because they were wearing makeup and they
looked nicer because they wore more feminine
clothes.
I felt that my friends were being pulled
towards that and I was aware that I didn't want
to be.
But I felt that everyone else wanted to
like
be
them and I was going to be left alone.
At some of these parties I would sometimes feel
I wasn't attractive enough, that I wasn't attracting the particular people I wanted to. That really
got a lot worse in junior high (#325)

Feeling that she did not possess the clothing or looks
that attracted boys had caused this woman unhappiness.
She was also aware that she did not totally subscribe to

the belief that looks and clothes were important in any

meaningful way.

Conflicting feelings arose from her

awareness that on the one hand it was

a

game and on the

other she desired not to be left out and so to experience
loneliness

Receiving compliments from boys on how one looked
was described as important:
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can remember in sixth grade having Billy, one
of my boyfriends, say, "You're really cute but
you sure don't have much of a figure yet." That
kind of thing was important to me and I was very
aware of my developing body.
(#102).
I

.

.

.

The girls who had boyfriends or who were popular were

remembered by many to have been pretty.

The importance

of looks to the nature of one's image reached beyond the
issue of popularity, however,

how one felt about herself.

for it affected more directly
In general,

what

a

girl felt

she looked like was intrinsic to her sense of self-worth.

Distinguishing between what she remembered looking like,
and what she may have really been like is significant,
as it was frequently mentioned that the ugliness one felt

at the time was not represented in pictures taken at that
age that one saw later.

The feelings appeared to have been

worse than the reality.
Though most of the women commented at length on
appearance, a few felt that their looks were not important
to them at the time.

In answer to a question on what

they felt about how they looked, two women replied:
I was like the third person from the
was short.
And I was a little bit overend in the gym line.
weight but not grossly overweight. And I used to
I

.

.

.

swim and ride bikes and sports and everything.
What did I think about how I looked? I used to
wish that my hair was blonde like Connie Roders.
I don’t recall really being concerned about how
I looked
(#303).
I don't think I ever really considered whether
was pretty or cute. Not until high school did
that become a severe problem (#316)

I

For these two women, their appearance was not very

important
One other woman could not remember much of what
she looked like at the time.

Two others remembered eithe

liking their looks or feeling pretty, and consequently

they felt good about their appearance:
Sari:
Ruth:

Did you see yourself as being pretty then?
Oh yes.
My mother always told me I was
pretty.
My mother really made me
feel like a little princess.
And
I had probably the nicest clothes in the
neighborhood.
So, in elementary
school, before I ever had any say in what
I wore,
I was always sort of a little
doll (#201).
.

.

.

.

.

Sari:
Peggy:

.

.

.

.

Did you feel good about what you looked like?
.1 was a little chubby and
Yeah, I did.
I had really, you know, not really blonde
but they, well, it was called dirty blonde.
I didn't like being called dirty blonde
'cause my hair wasn't dirty,' but it was, it
was nice hair and I had, I was comfortable
about my body (#310)
.

.

:

.
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Most women did not, however,

feel as comfortable or as

unconcerned about their looks as these few women did.
Three women expressed how important it was to
be beautiful
Being beautiful was really important. You know, you
were really supposed to be gorgeous (#318)

think I always had some fantasies about somehow
turning into something that was very beautiful.
But I think that was more a sexual kind of fantasy
than a career fantasy (#209)
I

The big change happened with me when I became an
adolescent /in junior high/
To me it was sheer
heaven to finally be, to have curves and be
pretty, and you know and to have a function.
I
I
guess
thought my function was to be attracting
boys, but suddenly I had this thing that I could
do (#210).
7

.

A similarity between the myth of the ugly duckling who
turns into the beautiful swan and the descriptions

presented here is apparent.

Whether the women remember

themselves as actually becoming pretty or just as wishing it, the transformation was momentous.

Since beauty was important,

feeling unattractive

or "ugly" resulted in powerful feelings.

These feelings

were expressed in the way the following three women

described their feelings about themselves:

.
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When I was growing up I was kind of skinny and
I didn't have a very good figure and so forth
and I was always, felt inferior and that really
shaped my personality I think (#309).
think it was a kind of competitive thing among
the girls for the attention of this male teacher
which is something we had never had, you know in
any other class. ...
I can't really remember
too much else about it except that it was at the
same time that some of the girls in the class were
starting to develop breasts and stuff and I wasn't
and I think it was something like competitive too.
That here they were developing and more attractive
too and stuff like that.
That's probably why I
felt extremely ugly because I felt that, I knew
I wasn't as cute as some of the other girls in the
class, and when you're competing for your teacher's
attention and its a male teacher then you're really
.so I really felt ugly then (#206).
I

.

.

As a child I was ugly._. .fat, short hai^r, lots
of permanents, ugly /That made me feel/ ugly.
.1 think I still
I had a very poor self image.
It's very hard for me to feel good about the
do.
way I look or the way I think I am (#304).
.

.

.

.

The effect that feeling unattractive had on one's sense
of self-worth was communicated compellingly by these

women
Most women

(about thirty-two of them) described

their looks in some negative way.
in different language,

They expressed themselves

and in different degrees, but they

all indicated dissatisfaction.

Some women simply stated

.

.

.

.
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that they saw themselves as unattractive or "ugly"

girls
I

:

remember seeing myself as

a

very homely kid (#203).

was a scrawny, ugly k l--thin as a rail and flat
as a board. ...
I just knew I was very, very
skinny and I didn't look pretty at all. Although
my parents kept telling me I was, I knew I was
the ugly duckling (#319)
I

i

I felt ugly and I had acne and I felt as though
nothing could be worse than the way I looked and
maybe my only salvation was my brains and I was
even beginning to get insecure about that too (#321)
I

thought

I

was homely (#209)

Well, you know, I had pretty hair, nice clothes,
but the pictures in the_ fourth grade are really
ugly.
She /her mother^/ had just done the easiest
thing possible.
I was wearing these glasses, right?
so she just cut off the bangs and cut off the hair.
And the dresses were just brown, blue and just by
the pictures I know I felt pretty ugly.
I just felt ugly and clumsy (#210)
.

.

.

I had crooked
thought I was ugly--I was.
teeth and I was fat and short; everybody else was
taller than me.
I

.

.

.

did not, as I was growing up, think of myself
as being an especially attractive person.
Well especially around fifth and sixth grades,
kind of gawky, you know. Hair was very dark, and
just sort of didn't really fit (#324).
I

.

.

.

Self-deprecation was engendered by the ugliness that many

women felt.

To some extent,

as these women described

:

.
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their feelings of unattractiveness, one gets the sense

that they also felt less worthwhile because they did not
see themselves as pretty.

Women also described themselves not necessarily
as ugly,

but as dissatisfied with the way they looked.

Some women remembered comparing themselves to other girls.
The comparisons were closely connected to feelings of

competitiveness
By the time I was in the sixth grade, other girls
in the room were beginning to develop already and
have bosoms and things.
I never did.
I was still
very skinny and very small and I looked very young.
You know I still looked like a little kid.
I could
never compete with other girls (#318)

just excused not being popular as I might have
wanted by saying, well, I am not pretty because I
have straight hair and I had a pot stomach, you
know, those kind of things that your parents always
tell you.
I thought well, obviously I wasn't really
skinny.
I always remember being conscious of that
all the time because I had relatives that had been
dressmakers and milliners and they would make things
for me and they would say "Hold in your stomach"
while they were measuring so I used to be jealous
of girls who were stick -thin. Now I don't think
they look good at all but then I thought that was
They always had curls
the way you should look.
too (#207).
I

didn't really feel /competitive with any of the
I mean I can remember
other girls except Polly/.
things like dismissing some of them even though I
I

.
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really liked them,
as attractive, so

and saying, well they're not
have an advantage there, even
though I was pretty fat and chunky and not very
attractive.
But I did make those kinds of distinctions (#103).
I

remember I wasn't particularly bad looking but
just wasn't like at the top of the list and I
probably thought of myself a lot lower than T was
I

I

(#309)
I ignored the girls who were very attractive and I
did not, as I was growing up, think of myself
as being an especially attractive person.
And you know I do remember that part of it--that
I didn't think of myself as being especially
attractive or anywhere near as attractive as some
of the other kids (#324).
.

.

.

This competition brings one back to the notion of the
contest.

While women did not remember worrying about

their looks or about how they stood on

a

scale of pretti-

ness at all times, and while their lives consisted of

varying activities,

a

contest atmosphere regarding looks

does seem to have existed in the minds of these women.

Whether the rating was done by the boys directly or by
the girls themselves, many women described how they

judged their looks in terms of competition with other
girls.

And as was mentioned before,

in all contests

few emerge as winners; it is in the nature of contests.
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Behind statements of feeling unattractive or of

disliking one’s appearance lay the desire to be attractive
and to be considered pretty.

Whether they compared them-

selves directly to other girls or whether this comparison

was implied in choosing language like "too" tall, for
example, the existence of an unspoken standard was accepted.
It

usually related to some measure of appearance connected

with boys.

Being taller than boys was considered a problem

in elementary school,

at least in the fifth and sixth

grades, even though girls tend to mature earlier and to

develop in terms of height and weight earlier than boys.
In spite of the existence of this natural development,

tall girls generally lamented their height:
I was
was tall, that was the worst thing.
always the second tallest in the class ^#103).
I

was always tall.
got older (#322).
I

.

.

.

That got worse as you

I would alternate with Debbie
was very tall.
with who would be next to last on line. It was
either her or me; it changed from year to year.
I was very
Susan Genecevitz was always last.
It didn't matter what
skinny also and very tall.
I looked like being that skinny and that tall.
You know that took care of everything. ... I
guess I was made to feel awkward (#205).

I

was the tallest girl in the class and she /my
best friend/ moved there and_was the__minister s
daughter and was this much /gesture^/ taller.
Oh, I was so thrilled.
It was just an awful
stigma to be tall (#308).
I

1

think I thought of myself as too ugly and you
know I was like the tallest one in the class;
tallest
taller than all the boys and skinny
and a tomboy and I don't think I thought of myself
as Quite pretty enough to have boyfriends (#302).
I

!

Every woman who remembered being tall, except one,
recalled negative feelings about her height.

Women men-

tioned their height not only in answer to Questions that

asked them to describe their looks or what they felt about
them, but also in answer to Questions that had seemingly

little to do with the issue.

their height in relation

a

to

Some,

discussion of their best

friends or in their response to

nature of third grade.

for example, mentioned

a

question about the

The fact that they isolated the

issue of their height seemed to give it more weight than
if they had simply described it in answer to a Question

which directly called for

a

comment on their height.

A

discussion of many aspects of one's looks also were brought
up in response to questions which did not, on the surface,
relate to appearance at all.
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There were many aspects of what women remembered
looking like that caused them unhappiness.

was one stigma.

Being tall

Other women remember feeling unhappy

about their hair.

Straight hair meant

of wishing that one had curly hair.

a

certain amount

Some mothers seemed

to have wished that for their daughters also and gave them

permanents to make their hair curly.

According to

a

few

women, their hair invariably turned out "frizzy" and

made them unhappy.

If they were able to convince their

mothers not to treat their hair, they felt themselves
lucky.

The best kind of hair to have, according to the

women, was "naturally curly hair."

But as few women

remember having it, they saw themselves as "losers."
Far more important than what kind of hair

a

woman remembered having, however, was the issue of weight.
Women who recalled being "fat" described eaually bad
feelings as those who remembered being tall.

overweight seemed to create
one's self as

a

girl.

a

Being

special sensitivity toward

It was mortifying to be overweight;

in itself that was bad enough.

To have that "fact"

announced in front of the class was worse.

Every woman

.
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who remembered feeling "fat" when she was in elementary
school, recalled that experience as influential:

had begun to gain weight about third or fourth
grade and it was such a terrible thing to be fat
and I was just withdrawn into myself. ... We
got weighed in front of the class and I hated it.
I was mortified and I read constantly to withdraw (#323
I

)

was really fat. That's the other traumatic
experience. When we used to get weighed in school
that was my biggest trauma. The teachers used
to sit in the back of the room and the nurse
would stay in front of the room and call off the
weight. ...
I used to get terribly upset.
I
was always one of the fattest ones in the class.
I also was one of the tallest, but it still was,
I was heavy, maybe that's why I didn't have many
I didn't fit into any (#202).
clothes.
I

Having clothes seemed to be a special problem when

woman remembered being overweight or chubby.

a

One woman

recalled that she felt she almost needed special styling
to make her feel as good as other children:
was heavy, not fat. My mother would take me
to places to buy my clothes like discount places
and even though she and my father didn't go
there, she said because I was a kid I shouldn't
She explained
spend that much money on clothes.
I felt my clothes_
this to me and I agreed^ ...
weren't quite as nice /as some of the other girls/.
When you are a little heavy you really need nicer
clothes or a different style to make you look
better but I didn't have them and I tried to make
my things loqk_like ^everyone elses,. That ..was
I

.
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one way

I

never felt too good

(# 325 ).

This woman felt that she needed some sort of compensation
for her weight problem.

Women remembered looks playing an important part
in their image.
a

For some,

it was perceived as more central

part in their lives than for others.

And yet for all

the respondents, what they looked like contributed to

their image of themselves as girls.

Even in elementary

school they seemed to feel that part of their role was to

attract boys, to have boys think that they were pretty.

Those that were able to do this felt more powerful in some
degree than those who were not.

Their looks, along with

their behavior, was seen to be part of the image they

described
The women expressed an awareness, then, of the

existence of
expectations.

.in

image of a proper girl and its behavioral
The awareness of the image and the

expectations affected them in terms of their own ability
to meet these recruirements

.

The importance of appearance,

for example, made many of them feel negatively about

themselves.

Others felt too inhibited to express their
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aggressive feelings and so were unable to excell
in
sports or to initiate group activities.

For others it

meant that they often "went along with the crowd"
even
if they did not care to participate or believe in
what

their peers were doing.

This image was generally per-

ceived to have affected most of the women negatively and
those who did manage to meet some of the expectations
regret it now.

As one woman remarked,

"I

was too com-

pliant (#302)."
This chapter has begun to suggest that women saw

many limitations in the role expectations which they
described.

Whether they were able to live up to the

image or not, and few were able to completely live up to
it,

they saw that the nature of the image or role limited

their expressions of themselves.
a

Before entering into

discussion of some of the ways in which these limitations

were expressed, the concept of the tomboy will be discussed.
For she symbolizes the narrowness of the image described
as proper for girls.

The existence of the tomboy is an interesting

aspect of a woman's childhood.

It has been pointed out
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that it was not generally considered stigmatic for
girls
to take on the boyish dualities usually represented in
the label of "tomboy."

For boys to act as sissies, or

to take on girlish behavior, however, was considered

negative in the extreme (Baumrind, 1972).

The compara-

tive desirability of behavioral attributes
sexes is

of the two

apparent.

A scientist at the Fels Research Institute dis-

cussed with Eleanor Maccoby, behavioral attributes which

indicated that

a

girl would develop intellectual strength

when she was older.

Noting that the dualities were not

"feminine" or those usually associated with female characteristics, she asked what developmental history a girl would

have to have in order to develop

into an intellectual.

The easiest way to put it, he told her,

is

"that she

must be a tomboy at some point in her childhood (Maccoby,
1963)."

In order to achieve intellectually,

then, at

some point in a girl's childhood she must move beyond

the limitations of the accepted image of

a

girl's behavior.

What is most noticeable about girls who described

themselves as tomboys during the interviews is not that

.

.
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most of them remembered being tomboys, but rather that
the variety of behaviors that indicated to the woman that
she had been a tomboy was wide.

The definition of "tom-

boy" encompassed many different kinds of behaviors.

Some

women described themselves as tomboys because they were
willing to fight and play roughly with the boys:
was always a tomboy.
I still am,
I guess.
I loved girls' toys and I would play with dolls
and stuff like that but I was more the rammingand-punching-with-the-guys type and literally I
was trouble for anybody I could get my hands on
I

(#313)

would fight with my fists.
I remember one boy
who wouldn't fight with us. He would grab a girl's
hair and that kind of thing.
I couldn't fight like
that because he didn't have that kind of hair to
pull and so I lost that one (#320)
I

In these terms,

tomboys can be characterized by their

willingness to fight with boys.

The latter woman who

spoke about fighting had said that she tried to curb her

fighting behavior because she was a little afraid of

hurting herself.

I

asked her if fighting was the way

she characterized a tomboy's behavior:
I think everyone has their
Yes, to an extent.
own concept of a tomboy. There is the Doris Day
tomboy which is the blue eyes and blond hair and
really cute, and there is the other kind of tom-

.
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boy that is not very stylish or attractive kind
of rough and tough and plays baseball, climbs
trees.
She has a hard time being a girl, but the
boys like her because they can let loose because
she is not a nice girl (#320).

—

Some kinds of tomboy behavior were seen to be more acceptable than others.

Further, this study revealed that

everyone had her own concept of tomboyish behavior.

Other

women portrayed themselves as tomboys because, though they
did not see themselves as fighters, they did like playing

outside in a more rough-and-tumble way than they felt
girls usually did:
I like to climb trees and play "cowboys and Indians"
and horses and talk tough and, you know, I'd fight
if I had to (#318)

was a tomboy.
I liked to climb trees,
ride
bicycles and go swimming (#210).
I

I really was /a tomboy/.
I would rather climb trees
and run around and I can remember one of my big
accomplishments was learning how to jump off this
roof that I thought was really high. You know,
I was always interested
those kinds of things.
in horses, and people either had to keep up with
me or I didn't hang around with them (#207).

Yes I was /a tomboy;/* That was part of the overalls
generation and running outside and playing with
But I never disassociated myself
the fellows.
with women and thought I disliked girls, which I
think a lot of girls did because they saw the
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fellows leading more interesting and daring, adventurous lives and the girls became silly and
dolls (#321).
Oh yeah /I was a tomboy;/.
I played with dolls, I
like to pretend I was a mother and all this; but
I enjoyed riding bikes and playing cowboys
and
Indians and things like this (#316).

guess when I was younger I had more boyfriends,
certainly, than girlfriends. And if I had any
girlfriends they had to be rough and tough like
me.
If they didn't climb the apple tree they just
weren't (#325).
I

For these women, enjoying bike-riding and playing active

outdoor games meant that they exhibited tomboyish behavior.
The corollary to these findings must be that girls who were
not tomboys did not enjoy bike-riding and "cowboys and
Indians."

Even among these women, however, differences

of behavior existed.

Some played with dolls and still

considered themselves tomboys, because they also did

more active things, while others did not play with
dolls and disassociated themselves from those who did.
As two of these women specifically recounted, those girls

who would not climb trees or ride horses

(or whatever)

were simply not considered as friends.
Besides outdoor behavior, certain personality
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characteristics also seemed to define whether or not
a

woman considered herself a tomboy.

One woman described

her tomboy behavior partly in terms of her leadership
ability
was a very big into the, you know, hard stuff.
was one of the oldest in the neighborhood that
would play around in the neighborhood, you know,
running around, so I would call the shots.
So I
would be the doctor and give the needles.
I
remember putting carmel in somebody s tooth one
day [ as a filling] and he threw up (#315).
I

I

1

Another woman said that she was a tomboy and then went on
to add that "tomboys always have the outgoing personalities
(#203).

"

A woman who was not a tomboy agreed with this

interpretation.

When

I

asked her if she had been a tanboy,

she told me she had not because she was "not particularly

outgoing

(#311)."

But another woman,

in a totally different

interpretation, described herself as a tomboy because she

was a "loner":
Yes I was [a tomboy] if you call that, I mean I
was a loner; I was always a loner and like the
things I did with my dad where he would take me
to the chess club with him and that was a big
thing, and he would teach me how to play chess.
He was Syracuse's chess champion (#319).

—

.
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While one woman characterized her outgoing behavior
as
being a tomboyish characteristic, another woman
portrayed
her separateness from her friends or from the group as

distinguishing feature of her tomboyish behavior.

a

A variety

of personality characteristics were considered tomboyish.

Other women remembered themselves as having been

tomboys mostly because they were athletic and interested
in sports:

Yeah

[i

would say

a lot of sports.

I was a tomboy J.
We used to play
We usually played soccer-base or

we'd play baseball (#206).
was always a tomboy. ...
I went to summer camp
since I was eight and there I bloomed.
Summer camp
was great for me.
I played tennis like five hours
a day, baseball
pitched
for the b aseball team;
I
I loved it.
I loved gym in school (#105).
I

—

Sari:
Melissa:

Were you a tomboy?
Yes. I was always athletic.
I was
captain of the gym team (#314)

Athletics or the love of sports was also considered to be
a feature of tomboyishness by a woman who did not consider

herself a tomboy.
going camping.

She explained:

"I don't do things like

Skiing is about as sporty as

I

get

(#324)."

Because she did not see herself as athletic she could not

consider herself a tomboy.

s

)
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The tremendous variations in what was considered

to constitute a tomboy'

s

behavior meant that most active play

was done by those girls who were tomboys.

Though the dif-

ferent descriptions do have one item in common— —that they
are activities that most boys frequently engage in

— other-

wise they reach from riding bicycles and running on the
playground, on the milder end, to fighting with and beating

up boys on the more aggressive end.

Two important points

are revealed by this range of behaviors.
First,

and perhaps most important, the narrowness

of what women remembered constituted a proper girl'

behavior was dramatically revealed.

One became a tomboy

when one stepped outside a certain range of behavior.

Almost

everyone described herself as a tomboy no matter what her
behavior, whether she played with dolls but also rode bikes,
or could beat up boys.

2

To be a "proper" girl you had to

have limited interests; only a narrow range of behaviors
was open to you.

You did not, it seems, ride bikes frequently,

enjoy sports, play "cowboys and Indians," climb over fences
play with the "fellows" or ride horses.

You did, perhaps,

^Twenty-four women described themselves as definite
Five women reported that they were "sort of" tomboys.
tomboys.
(Seven respondents
Only four women said they were not tomboys.
did not mention the subject.
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play with dolls and achieve in school, although some of
the women who described themselves as tomboys also recalled

high scholastic performance in school.
fit-

the image of the proper girl,

You had, if you

in other words, a very

narrow range of behaviors from which to choose.
Second, the women who described themselves playing

more actively as girls revealed the limitations that being
“proper" imposed on the breadth of a girl's development,
and at the same time underscored how difficult it was for

some of them to act as they felt they were supposed to act.

As they expressed the limitations of role as they perceived
it,

they also revealed the difficulty of living up to the

image of the "nice" girl that was portrayed to have existed
in the back of their minds.

Being a tomboy meant different things to women.
One woman explained that she was a tomboy because she was
not pretty

(#203).

Another reported that she had been

very proud of being known as a tomboy (#102).

Another

explained that although she did not consider herself a
tomboy (for though she loved sports she also liked to play

s

.
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with dolls and consequently, in her mind, she was not
tomboy), she was definitely "not a typical girl

a

(#205)."

Some women felt, however, that there were some negative

connotations attached to being a tomboy:
could get away with it because I was a long blonde
hair,' cute type of thing, but I really was [a tomboy]
I didn't get that stigma. ...
I can
remember other girls that were the same way I was,
that people would make fun of them.
There was a
certain group of girls that were very girly type of
girls and they wouldn' t dream of doing any rough
And I was still accepted
and tumble type of things.
the others weren t.
where
some
of
by those girls
I didn't
And the funny part is that I didn't care.
anyway
them
like
(#207).
really

I

....

1

One girl had a pony and she was a definite tomboy,
She' s a gorgeous thing now, but she had
really.
It's really
her problems in those days, you know.
hard to
it'
different in a town that size
do that (#308).
.

.

.

I remember that there
was somewhat of a tomboy].
was one girl that I went around with that I really
I really thought of
thought was a tomboy.
She just seemed
her [Mary Ann Killmyer] as a tomboy.
But you know X
to be much more tomboyish than me
didn'
it
t really bother
thought I pretty much was but
Because I liked doing the things
me [italics mine].
I was doing (#206)

[i

.

.

.

.

,

In some cases, then, a certain stigma, which must have been
one of masculinity, was attached to being a tomboy.

Perhaps

"long blonde
if one was the "Doris Day" type of tomboy or the
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cut© type,

on© had an easier time being accepted by

others who were not tomboys.

Tomboys seem to have been girls who could not be

contained or who could not contain themselves within the

narrow limitations of behavior expected of the "true" girl.
As such, they revealed both the narrowness of the image and
the difficulty of staying within the limitations which many

women felt the image pr escribed.

in certain ways, then, the

tomboy was the living embodiment of the narrow and limited
nature of what women envisioned as the proper girl.

Not

all tomboys were dissatisfied with their own behavior and

wished to behave differently.

In many cases tomboys looked

down on those girls who were not as active as they were.
They preferred girls who had broken through the limitations.
The limitations which were inherent in the behaviors

which women perceived constituted the proper role of a
girl were expressed in many ways.

These limitations were

discussed in terms of what women felt was expected of them,
and in the options which they saw were open to them.

In

addition to expectations and options which they felt limited
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their horizons, women also felt that certain behaviors in

which they engaged made them feel as if they had acted
"inappropriately" in one way or another.

This sense,

that a certain kind of behavior should not have been

chosen by them, also revealed the limitations they felt

were inherent in their role.
One of the ways in which these limitations were

expressed was that many women remembered feeling envious
of freedoms that they felt boys had and they did not have.

This perception was stated forthrightly by some;

Yes I did [feel envious of the boys].
I felt jealUrn because
ous and I felt envious and I felt angry.
They did in my house.
they had so much more freedom.
And they did with most of the people I know.
If my
brothers wanted to spend the whole afternoon playing
But if I
basketball or baseball, that was fine.
That was ridiculous, totally
wanted to, I couldn't.
ridiculous (#303).
Sari:
Janet:

Did you ever feel envious of the boys?
Yeah, the ones with penises, which is all
Yeah, I was envious of
of them, I guess.
I guess I wanted to play rough and
that.
stuff like the boys did (#302).

All the
We had this horse club [in fourth grade].
girls were crazy about horses and I don't know, it's
really strange, but I know we had this club and I
We were always drawing
was the leader of the club.
pictures of horses and talking about horses and
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bringing in books about horses.
That was the year
we got mad at the teacher because in the spring
time, the boys were allowed to go out and play [on
the playground but the girls couldn' t.
I
know all of us girls who were tomboys were very
upset over the whole deal. We thought it was
unfair (#203).
]

.

.

.

probably was [envious of the boys] because I really
liked roughing around and playing marbles.
I guess
I never liked many of the feminine things at all
I

(#314).

Women perceived that their desire to be treated in the ways
they saw boys treated

— being

able to play basketball for

the whole afternoon or being allowed to go out on the

playground when the weather was still a little cold and
damp

— and

their wish to be "free" stimulated feelings of envy

and jealousy for the status which boys possessed.

This

kind of status was not meant to be representative of rank

but rather of certain behaviors which women recollected
were often permitted to boys but not to them.
The realization that boys were allowed mare leeway
in their activities meant that girls examined their own

behavior in light of their position.

An awareness of boys'

greater latitude brought home to many girls the limitations
on themselves.

Many women remembered feeling that at

s
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certain times they had behaved inappropriately in some
way:

We always expected [the boys] to be doing funny
things, like turning the heat around, or putting
pencils in the heater, or putting the teacher's
chair outside or yelling in class all those kinds
of things.
You know, they were the entertainers
for the class and that was kind of their role.
They did the funny things and the girls laughed.
And I always kind of felt that when I did the same
things that I thought were funny and were neat to
be in on that I got scolded in a way that they
never did
[For punishment] they got sent
to the office and sent out of the class but I never
felt they were humiliated by it the way I was.
And
I really felt guilty about it and yet I really
wanted to be a part of it (#103).

—

.

.

.

.

remember I got into a fight with one of the boys
in the class and you know it was a real "knock-down,
drag 'em out beat 'em up" kind of thing and I really
felt worse because I won, if you, if you mean how do
you determine winning.
You know, he stopped bothering me and went away.
But he was crying so I really
lost because that's how I felt about myself (#310).
I

Actually when I think about that kind of situation
it'
very clear that my kind of aggressive behavior
might have been much more acceptable if I had been
a boy because that' s kind of the way all the boys
And it
Girls weren’ t supposed to do that.
acted.
appropriately
behave
(#102).
was hard for me to
that all the way
And I always had the feeling
through elementary school I was considered a troubleWe pulled pranks and stuff
maker among the girls.
on the teacher and everything as far as being aggresI mean I don t think
sive and talkative in class.
that I was really belligerent but I did get sent to
.

.

.

1

,
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the office a number of times, and my main impression,
now that I think back on it, is that I was doing
things that it was kind of okay for boys to do but
that somehow I was out of line doing them.
When I was in fifth grade, for instance, I had a
teacher who was really emotional.
At least that s
my recollection of her. And a hot-head. We always
said that 'cause she had red hair and she was temperamental.
That was our analysis.
She just had terrible discipline problems.
I mean the class just
ran wild and put worms in her desk and all sorts of
awful things like that.
And she made a row of all
the bad kids in the class and it was six boys and me.
And I felt kind of proud but I also felt very guilty
because somehow it was meant to be a boys' row and
here I was stuck in it (#103).
1

used to love to tell dirty jokes.
And there were
some boys that would really sit down and really listen to a good dirty joke and tell them back.
And
another boy, I really liked, when he heard me tell
a dirty joke he just didn't want to have anything to
do with me and I felt terrible so I tried to curb
my dirty jokes (#320).
I

fit into anybody' s idea of what little
You know, if I liked
girls are supposed to be.
a boy what I wanted to do was say "I really like
you," you know? And what was not allowed you
know.
So I really suffered a severe conflict
between what I wanted to do--what was really me
and what I felt I should do (#318).
I didn' t

These women felt they behaved inappropriately when they acted
too aggressively for what was considered proper for a girl
or when they transgressed into areas that were allocated to

the boys.

These expressions and self-cricicisms of their

t
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behavior revealed the limitations which they felt had been
placed on them as girls.
In addition to feelings of inappropriateness, women

also reported feeling "held back.

"

Many women who reported

that they were tomboys felt that the school

1

s

dress code for girls limited their activities.

enforced

Many

women reported that they did not like dresses, felt that
they could not run and play as freely, that they had always
to be worrying about their dress if they did and that many

of them went to great lengths to try to wear pants to
school.

really remember, in fact one of my strongest
memories, in fact my earliest protests were about
I mean I
having to wear dresses to school.
absolutely hated that and it didn’t make any sense.
I mean I couldn’ t play baseball in it, I couldn'
You know all of this
climb on the jungle jims.
And literally we really
stuff I just couldn't do.
We'd go down to the
did have a protest about it.
principal' s office and make an issue out of it and
then we did everything we could to get to wear jeans
lots of times girl scouts would be
like we'd
going away for the week-end and stuff so we'd say
we didn' t have time to go home and change Friday
afternoon before leaving on our trips so we'd have
And it was so ridiculous.
to wear jeans to school.
They'd do things like tell us to bring our jeans
and we could put them on during the last hour of
I

.

.

.
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class.
But it was a really big issue.
[s:
Why
do you think they cared so much?] Just that we
were girls and you had to wear dresses.
It was
really awful.
It was a real problem because I
felt physically held back by wearing a dress and
I hated them; they just weren't comfortable
(# 103 ).

Many other women had similar memories of frustration.
Although the woman'

answer to my question,

s

"Why do you

think they cared so much?" was short, and not very descriptive,

it was probably fairly accurate:

girls.

"

"because they were

Part of what girls experienced as limitations of

their freedom related to the restrictions placed on them
by their clothing.

than a teacher'

s

Perhaps clothes were more effective

plea to a girl to slow down in limiting

female behavior to its proper boundaries.

Another area where women reported feeling "held
back" as girls related to sports.

Whether they felt the

need to inhibit their athletic activity because it was not
feminine, or the pressure that they should not beat boys
in competitive games,

sports proved to be another area

for the expression of sex-role limitations;

.
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You know I was kind of looked upon as one of the
leaders of the girls but also I really enjoyed boys'
sports, playing baseball and all sorts of things
like that.
And I was good at them.
And lots of
times ny boyfriend, well, you never really went
with people, but you know, all this sparring, but
the guy I was interested in was often times first
of all shorter than me and never really a s strong
and never as good in baseball or lifting weights
or jumping, or any of the other things I used to
do.
And I was really embarrassed about that.
I
mean I felt very guilty.
I loved it.
And I had
a very competitive spirit and would sort of have
to when he was around, which ever boy it happened
to be, kind of have to hold myself back so that I
didn't appear better.
I was a faster runner, just
kind of better in sports (#103).
I also went through a big thing at that time, it
might have been sixth grade, of having to lose in
sports to boys.
I don' t think I ever did but I
That was how I was
saw it as a very big issue.
supposed to behave.
And Budgy and I
particularly played a great deal of tennis together and
I felt that I was really supposed to lose tennis
games with him.
I don' t think I did very much.
But I felt it to be a very great conflict and very
unfair (#104)
.

.

.

can remember third grade is sort of when the sports
trips started, when you couldn't, when you became
"uncool" to beat a boy in competition in sports.
Because I was so tall I was a tremendous broad jumper
and I never liked really worked on any of my sports.
It hasn' t been until this year that I have ever
really got into it at all and I am a good athlete,
and you know, that I haven't been intimidated by the
And by the time I was in
idea of being aggressive.
I
third grade, I was starting to get intimidated.
whole
the
was getting like sort of very shy about
thing (#322).
I

s
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Excelling at sports, at least when girls were in
direct
contact or in competition with boys was seen as inappropriate.

The expression of the need to hold oneself back

in sports reflected another facet of the limitations.

Other aspects of their role were also perceived
as limiting to the women.

Some women recalled that girls

were often in secondary roles compared to boys whether it
was on safety patrol, on sports teams or in class elections

—

And that I might have become class president his
[Budgy sj noble area you know that a girl might
was a big issue (#104).
1

—

can remember that the captains were always boys
and the co-captains were always girls.
Little
things like that (#314).

I

But when it came to safety patrol, which was a
really big thing in sixth grade, this other guy
who I absolutely hated, this guy named Gary, got
elected as the head safety-patrol guy.
And I
got elected as the second you know, his lieutenant.
And I really felt bad.
I mean I felt that' s how it
should be--of course you couldn' t have a girl as
the chief, the girl would have to be the lieutenant.
And I felt honored to be the lieutenant, and only
looking back on it now do I realize that that'
crazy (#103).

—

That girls were often in the secondary roles was seen as
a pattern by

women who had found themselves in that second
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spot when they wished in some way to be in the primary
position.
It was also reported that this sense of confinement,

inhibition and limitation made some girls wish, at points,
that they were not girls.

They did not like being girls:

remember I used to get really mad because I used
to think, "why do I have to be a girl?" I used to
get really uptight about it.
I used to think guys
got away with everything which I still do.
I used
to get really uptight with guys.
I didn' t like
being a girl because I think girls had it tough
I

(#313).

It got worse as you got older; I mean, you know,
mean it got worse to be a girl (#322).

I

think I didn't like being a girl at all.
I felt held back as far as sports, and physically,
and fun things to do.
And being able to be free
and ride around and wear jeans and all those kinds
of things (#103).
I

.

.

.

Girls who had attitudes, characteristics and desires that
did not fit into the patterns of behavior which as girls

they felt they were supposed to exhibit, felt at times that
they would not have chosen to be girls if they had originally

had the choice.

These feelings were usually short-lived,

and by the time most of the women reported reaching junior
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high school, they were involved in the romance, the
school
activities and the concerns of being female in America.

Women expressed their sense of limitation in discussing expectations made on them and options which they
felt were open to them as well as in their descriptions of

their behavior.

Women perceived that less was expected of

them as girls than they felt was expected of boys:
The boys were the ones who needed to excel, the
girls didn t have to excel.
Principals treating
girls as if they were just kind of being bad, you
know, but not really treating them as if it was
something very serious.
They never took anything
the girls did very seriously and the girls would
get off easier in a lot of things (#304).
1

I had a feeling that boys were expected to perform
better and there were certain things we did, like
baseball, which is a great game; but the boys were
always the ones who were catchers, pitchers and
first basemen.
Just a couple of outstanding girls
would get to be second and third base and the rest
were in the outfield (#320).

can remember realizing that in college that when
had to take the math courses and I had an excellent teacher who made it seem like a game and I
realized that this isn't hard at all why did I
always think that I couldn* t do it and I realize
now that for some reason if girls weren' t good in
math or science it was excused more so than boys
and I was good in English and languages and any
projects or anything like that (#207).
I
I
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As these women described it, they felt
that because greater

expectations were demanded of boys in certain
areas, the
boys excelled and the girls'

ability remained limited.

The difficulty which women have reported in the
areas of math and science must place some of its roots
in the elementary school years.

Women reported a separa-

tion or delineation of areas into those that were considered
girls

areas,

11

and those which were considered "boys'

areas.

Arithmetic and science were considered, as the woman cited
above has indicated, as part of the boys'

area:

was very bad in math.
That was another interesting thing.
My brother who was five years ahead
used to teach me things once in a while.
And I
always was very interested in what he was teaching
me.
He never taught me anything in depth, but he
would always show me what he was doing.
And I can
remember when I was probably in third grade he
showed me some algebraic equations and explained
them to me.
And I really understood what he was
talking about and I was really interested.
But by
the time I got there I had no interest in it at all.
And I can't remember that specifically girls weren't
supposed to be interested in things like that but
I'm sure it was there because the boys were more
I

interested (#201).
remember [fifth grade] was when I started science,
We started
and that was when I had my male teacher.
"That' s for the
becoming disinterested in science.
boys" (#321).
I

"
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This separation of activities into areas that were
appropriate in terms of femininity and masculinity involved,
as this chapter has noted, more than science and arithmetic:

The boys were always treated as the stronger sex.
I don' t know if there were anything that different between the ways the boys and tirls were
treated.
It’ s just something that was the way it
was, and there was nothing you could do to change
it.
The boys went off and played baseball and the
girls went off and played jump the rope or something.
I think that's the way it was (#203).

When

was in the sixth grade you had to take sewing
and home economics and I hated it.
It took me a
year to make one thing.
All I can remember is that
the teacher used to say, "It's not the machine,
it's the operator."
"It's not the machine, it's
the operator," And I kept thinking "It's the
fucking machine." I didn't think "fucking" at that
time; I didn't even know the word.
But the same
sort of sense.
I couldn't believe I was so inept
that I couldn' t make the bobbin do what it was supposed to do and I never could.
And I got very
impatient.
I didn' t like to do it.
I felt very
much like it was something I was supposed to be
doing and I didn't like it (#101).
I

The separation of activities into appropriate masculine and
feminine ones necessarily limited a person

1

s

behavior.

Girls who did not like home economics felt pressured to

achieve in that area. Girls who would rather have played

baseball than jump rope were also inhibited in the full
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expression of their desires.

Their freedom was limited.

Many of the women also perceived that as girls,
they had felt their options were limited in terms of choices

that

were open to them regarding occupations and their

later position in life.

Some women recalled that they

felt their own achievement was ultimately unimportant

because they were going to be married:

My father would always say to me, "Ultimately it
doesn't matter what kind of grades you get because,
you know, you are going to get married." I mean I
heard that and I think it was even in elementary
school (#322).

My father's the kind of person that says, go to
college, meet a boy, and get married, you know,
that kind of thing.
Which kind of makes me sad
that he thinks that way. ... My parents didn't
push me.
Maybe I should have been pushed more.
They didn' t push me because they didn' t feel
that education was all that important (#204).
.

.

.

Another woman reported that in elementary school she sensed
that a limited future awaited most women:

Also I kind of had a sense that when I grew up I
And it was very
was going to get a rottener deal.
what a
seeing
was
it
but
kind of sub-conscious,
And I guess when I was in fifth
housewife was.
grade, you know my parents had my little sister,
and it was kind of interesting but it was like I
never really felt like a mother with her (#103).

s
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It might have been worthwhile to ask this
woman how she was

able to sense these feelings if she felt they
were deep in

her sub-conscious, but she may have been cognizant
of

certain attitudes about girls and women which permeated
school life.
In answer to questions relating to tie women'

recollections of what their elementary school plans for
careers were, the answers were, in general, what might be
expected.

Many women had wanted to be nurses.

remember being affected by Cherry Ames
Others explained that,
doctor

.

Some

Nurse stories.

"It didn't occur to me to be a

(#318)." Only two women reported that they had

hoped to be doctors; neither of them presently held that
position.

Not as many women remembered wanting to be

teachers as might be expected given the number of women

with whom they came into contact in that position.
woman's perception was, however, that teaching
considered by all girls.

As she said,

is

One

usually

"One time I wanted

to be a teacher like everybody wants to be a teacher, every

little girl

(#202)."

I

A few women recalled that they had
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thought of being an astronomer, an archeologist, an
ite ct

,

an engineer

wanted a boy)

,

a

(this woman

1

s

father had always

gym teacher and a concert pianist.

And

of course there were the usual stewardesses and secretaries.

Other women remember being less certain of specific
positions.

One wanted to be "something exciting," another

wanted to be "something

— not

just a housewife," while

another remembered being certain at least of having some
kind of career.

social worker:

One woman explained why she had become a
"I never had a specific occupation that

was very interested

worker (#307)."

in.

I

I

guess that’s why I'm a social

Other than these vague career suggestions,

women thought that they would be wives and mothers.
Two women did, however, remember giving serious

consideration to professional baseball careers.

They both

decided to become the first professional women players to
enter the major leagues:
And I just loved softball and told him [a friend]
how I wanted to be in the major leagues when I
But he said, "You can t be in the major
grew up.
leagues you' re a girl. " And I said, "Well, I' 11
be the first girl (#305).
1

—

s
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In fourth, fifth and sixth [i] was determined to
be the first girl professional baseball player.
I think that was probably my strongest
desire.
I
was really set on that and then I got my period.
And I had really bad cramps and I realized I
couldn' t do that.
And so that screwed that
career (# 103 ).
.

.

.

.

.

At least in elementary school these two women remember a

determination to overcome barriers that faced women who
wished to play in the major leagues.

Women seemed, in general, to have little enthusiasm
for the question relating to future orientation.

They

rarely remembered feeling enthusiastic about a job they
would like to have as adults.
boys'

Girls'

equivalents to the

plans of becoming milkmen and garbagemen must have

existed.

They wanted to be cowgirls and trapeze artists.

But in reality, the lack of passion for an interesting

future seems to accurately reflect women'

s

perceptions

that their future career should not be more important in their
lives than being mother and wife.

And while the women'

perceptions of a lack of real concern for their future may
not accurately reflect the actual opportunities that are

open to women in the job market today, they do symbolize
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the lack of seriousness that many women feel for their

careers.

Not only does the husband'

s

career predominate

over their own, but the husband's and children's needs must
take precedence over their work demands.

Women's feelings

as represented in this study seem to have suggested this.

The discussion of career options as well as recollec-

tions of certain behaviors and expectations that women

perceived more difficult to meet demonstrate the variety
of limitations which women felt the feminine image imposed

on them during their elementary school years.

These limita-

tions were expressed in their fears, in their anxieties
and, especially,

in their awareness that at times they did

not feel quite comfortable with what they were doing.

Many

women described feeling a sense of having exceeded the
boundaries of proper behavior for a girl.

They remembered

being chastised for excesses in the emotions of aggressiveness and antagonistic behavior.

They recounted episodes

where they had wished they were boys so that they might

participate in an activity they enjoyed or take a position
that they perceived as not open to girls.
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All the women who were interviewed were
aware of
an image that was held up to most girls
as the proper one
to emulate.

This image was an embodiment of the sex- typed

behaviors which constitute the stereotypic female
sex-role.
In their own language and in different ways, the wanen

expressed their awareness that they should be attractive
to men, aggressively inhibited, passive, supportive to

other people and smiling and friendly with other people.

Women perceived the proper image for girls in accordance
with society'

s

conception of appropriate sex-role behavior.

There were few discrepancies even at the elementary school
level.

Social stereotypes and expectations of women had

already, at the preteen level, been absorbed to a large

degree into the girl'

s

consciousness.

For those who felt that they could not live up to
this image different feelings resulted.

For some a sense

of being too aggressive made them feel unfeminire and caused

them to worry whether they would fit into what a girl was
supposed to be when she grew up.

For others, a mixture of

pride and guilt arose over their awareness that often they
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acted more like boys than like girls.

For others, a sense

of distance between themselves and other girls
resulted from
a dislike of typically girlish activities.

For all, however,

their behavior caused them to grow less sure of themselves,
caused their self-confidence to diminish.

In the end,

they

became less powerful.
The tomboy, as we have seen,

symbolized both the

limitations and narrowness of the image that the woman

described and, at the same time, the difficulty that many
women had living up to this image.

Many girls were tomboys

because they wanted to live more actively and play more

aggressive and interesting games than they felt were open
to most girls.

Being a tomboy meant that one could engage

in some of these choices.

The large number of women who

called themselves tomboys

along with the tremendous range

of behaviors which were described as representing tomboyish

characteristics raise questions about the feminine image

which the women described.

It must be suggested that the

range of behaviors represented by the feminine sex-role
does not accurately reflect the desires and abilities of
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girls in elementary school.

Girls had a difficult time

living up to the image they described because the image
was unrealistic in light of the feelings and desires the

women reported having.

Certainly the usual classroom

demands for quiet and orderly behavior from all children

may have affected the nature of this image, distorting it
somewhat.

But it would seem that most girls felt uncom-

fortable with the image of the ideal girl because it was

not truly representative of theirdesires and interests.
The combination of sex-role awareness and the

desire or inclination to go outside it

(or

even the

inability to stay within its guidelines) was perceived by

many of the women to cause conflict within them.

They were

"torn H between what they felt they should be in order to

be liked and respected by teachers and other girls, while
at the same time they edged for one reason or another

toward

other avenues of behavior.

For most, the conflict

seemed to be resolved by the coming of adolescence and an

acquiesence to the feminine struggles of junior and senior
high schools.
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For those who were able to fit the image they

described in terms of behavior but not in terms of looks,
feelings of self-consciousness and a lack of self-confidence

were also engendered.

Because it was important to many

girls to appear attractive to boys, their inability to do
so meant they were unsuccessful in some degree in their

role as a girl.

They could not win the "contest.

"

And

the impression of losing remained with these women long

into their adult years.

CHAPTER VI
PERSPECTIVES

The ways in which we interpret our experiences are

affected by the views we hold and the values and beliefs
to which we subscribe.

The meanings we impose on situ-

ations and the patterns we discover in our own lives
have tremendous individual variations;

a

single and

shared experience can be conceptualized and accounted
for differently by participants depending on their

perspectives,

and people who have encountered common

though individually separate experiences may or may not
draw similar conclusions from them.

Attitudes change

with time, personal and political crises, and the introduction of new ideologies and concerns into our lives.

Where some women once attempted to understand and account
for their behavior from

for example,

a

Freudian-oriented world-view,

today they have devalued the Freudian per-

spective on feminine behavior as male-supremicist and
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Victorian rooted, and look instead to the shape of social
patterns for explanations of their individual behavior.
"Nothing is as it appears" goes the old dictum,
and perhaps

a

partial truth lies there.

Problematically,

however, even appearances look different to people.

The

earlier discussion of the theory of symbolic interaction
(Chapter III) presented the example of

a

school incident

which was interpreted or perceived differently by the

organizational members depending on what their role or
"stake" in the situation was.

A little girl breaks

a

window; that is agreed upon by different school officials.

Whether the episode is seen as an accident or
act will depend,

a

purposeful

partially, on the existence of witnesses,

on the closeness of the adult to the child,

and also on

the degree to which the child is liked in the school.
Further, what sort of problem this broken window is will
be perceived differently.
is a maintenance problem,

To the janitor,

perhaps,

broken window

to the nurse it is a problem of

health, to the teacher it is
to the principal,

a

a

a

problem of discipline, and

matter of finance or
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administration.

One's responsibility or role helps to

determine how

a

ceptualized.

Conflict does not necessarily arise

shared experience is perceived and con-

between these varying views, although it could if the
views represent opposing values.

Moving from the individual to the social sphere,
it can be seen that different groups and classes in

society experience similar difficulties and privileges.

Though the individual circumstances of an incident may
be different, the common pattern of an episode can be

repeated with surprising regularity in disparate locations.

Incidences of racial or sexual discrimination,

for example,

have had, historically,

familiarity about them.

a

repetitious

The morals or understandings

which members of the group draw from these experiences,
however,

depend on many factors, one of the most pre-

dominant being whether they identify with

a

group,

and

if so, how they describe the group's characteristics.

A woman who sees herself as

a

member of an oppressed

group will perceive experiences differently from

a

woman
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who does not.

Data which reports certain findings can

even be interpreted differently depending on the perspective of the woman who collects and handles the data.
The reinterpretation of data on sex differences in intellectual functioning by two child development scholars

(Jacklin and Maccoby, 1972)

is

a

good example of how

the same data can carry different meanings for researchers.

How women interpret their past and, more par-

ticularly for this study, how they perceive their

elementary school experiences is affected by
of factors.

ceptions.

are only

interests,
a

a

sensitivity,

self-concern, openness and curiosity

few of them.

source of influence.

from

variety

Character traits can influence their perThe degree of intelligence,

literacy,

a

A woman's background is also

a

Whether she went to college, came

family of professionals, was encouraged to be

independent or aggressive, was raised in poverty, or was
part of

a

small family affects how

her experiences.

a

woman might analyze

Character traits and background are

not separate categories;

a

person's openness or curiosity
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is obviously often affected by the degree of security one

has experienced as well as by the skill of the interviewer.

Life-experiences, political attitudes, religious and moral
values,

ideological convictions and breadth of vision

must also share

of

a

a

certain accountability for the nature

woman’s views on her experiences.
In

a

more immediate sense what might be classified

as physical influences on a woman's perceptions also

exist.

The time of day, the place of the interview, the

degree of rapport with the interviewer, the degree of
physical comfort, the state of one's stomach, and the

immediate sense of self-confidence or security are all
factors which can have bearings on perceptions.

The

number of variables that could be considered in an interview situation, then,

is really enormous.

The effect of the interview situation itself on
the kinds of perceptions

a

woman relates and the ways in

which recollections of elementary school are presented
was discussed in some detail in the third chapter.
brief,

In

the major points of this discussion enumerated
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possible sources of bias

of

a

(a

potential shaping or distorting

woman's answers) in the interview situation.

noted,

for example,

It was

that the mood of the interviewer

affected the degree of sensitivity and concentration

which was devoted to the interview.

The kinds of questions

which were asked could influence the way in which
described her experiences.

a

woman

Questions which called for

evaluative as well as descriptive answers and contained
terms which were themselves evaluative could shape the

way in which experiences were reported.

Certainly

it

is

the overwhelmingly interpersonal nature of the interview

situation which causes the tremendous number of variables.

And beyond this, the concerns of this study affected the
topics mentioned by the respondents.
Sorting through these various factors, perhaps
the most important influence on

a

woman's perceptions of

her educational experiences is how she looks at her life:
what is important to her, what major experiences shape her
outlook, what are her values and beliefs.

and organizational schemata, so to speak,

Her conceptual
forms

a

kind
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of framework, out of which her perceptions emerge.

A

study which focuses on elementary school experiences as

they are perceived by adult women, rather than on observations of girls while they are in school, must take

this framework into account.

And

that this chapter is devoted:

to the different per-

spectives which influenced how

a

it

is to this subject

woman interpreted and

presented her elementary school experiences.
The perspectives which affected and gave shape
to how women perceived their elementary school experiences

were both explicitly revealed and implicitly contained in
the interviews themselves.

Women who had experienced

psychotherapy,

often commented that their

for example,

reflections on their past had been influenced by this
experience.

These statements were supported by extensive

memories of childhood which were revealed in the interviews and by
development.

a

psychological orientation to their own
The women tried to account for their behavior

by fitting the bits and pieces of their lives together
into

a

whole cemented somewhat logically by cause and
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effect relationships.

Other perspectives were reflected

in the interviews that were not suggested or perhaps not

even recognized by the interviewees.
views of life influenced

a

Discening what

woman's perceptions of her

schooling experiences was sometimes

a

task that depended

on the interviewer's sensitivity to certain "cues" that
were present in the interview situation.

These "cues"

were really nothing more than data which referred not to
the specific content of the interview itself,

in terms

of elementary school experiences, but rather to the

respondent's view of life at this time.

certain cultural influences,

for example,

The cues for

were often

present in the kind of language the respondent chose to
tell her story; one woman's participation in what has

been called the "youth culture" was indicated by her use
of such words as "freaked out," "groovy" and "heavy" to
describe feelings that she had had as an elementary
school child.

Searching out "cues" is an important though difficult part of qualitative analysis.

Sociologists have
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pointed to the necessity for qualitative researchers to
have insight into their data (Glasser and Stauss, 1967;
Bogdan,

1972; Filstead,

1972); the nature of the research

depends as much upon the insight of the researcher during
and after the collection of data as it does upon the

choosing of the subject for study.

The need to discern

patterns on the basis of certain cues or data must not
be confused with unfounded leaps to partially substantiated

conclusions; herein the difficult part lies.

It is more

difficult in the interview situation than in participant
observation,

for example,

to substantiate cues because

the respondent and the interviewer spend less time

together than in
occurs,

a

setting where participant observation

and because the opportunity to interact with the

informant in

a

variety of settings does not exist.

Infor-

mation which is reported, then, cannot be examined in the
context of
however,

a

situation.

The interview has been defended,

as a means for people to report quite factually

and accurately about their lives (Trow, 1967).
fall,

The pit-

Trow maintains, occurs if the interviewer permits
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the interviewee to do the analysis for her.

The infor-

mant presents material and the researcher is responsible
for the analysis.

Respondents who have an insight into

their own lives will reveal it by the conformity

between the analysis they present and the descriptions
of events which they provide.

The woman who had

explained that her peer situations were unimportant
unless she had
for example,

a

good relationship with her teacher,

had her statement substantiated in that

she had not once mentioned her classmates as she

described each grade.

The perspectives which will be

discussed in this chapter are presented for the purpose

of description rather than for hypothesis; they will
facilitate an understanding of what influenced women's

perceptions of her experiences.

They emerged from the

data itself, rather than being imposed categories which
bore no relation to the material.
Five major perspectives appeared to influence or
to provide a framework for how the women presented their

recollections of elementary school.

They are not all
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equally important, but they are each important if one

is

to understand the framework from which perceptions

emerged.

These perspectives can be categorized under

the headings:
children,
ation.

psychotherapy,

self-image,

school-age

individual circumstances, and women’s liber-

These categories will hopefully facilitate an

understanding of how women perceived their own experiences.
The individual women who were part of the sample for this
study will emerge more as distinctive personalities than

they did in previous chapters.

Though these categories

are being presented separately for the purposes of

clarity,

it is important to note that the perspectives

which influenced women's perceptions were neither separate
nor mutually exclusive.
several perspectives;

a

Women were often influenced by
woman could have experienced

psychiatric help and have participated in the women’s

liberation movement.
Psychotherapy

Participation in some form of psychotherapeutic
experience was one of the more obvious and clear-cut

•
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influences on a woman's perceptions of her elementary

school

experiences.

The ten women who had undergone

therapy tended on the whole to have good recall, having
searched their memories in other situations, and were
used to exploring their past in contrast to some others
who had neither therapy nor personal experiences with

women's liberation.

They were interested in their own

psychological development, and many of the women who had
undergone therapy saw the interview situation as
to re-examine

a

part of their past.

a

chance

They were generally

comfortable in the interview situation, and used to
discussing their personal lives with others.
seemed,

in some ways,

of the interview.
some "difficulties"

They

at home with or used to the process

Many of these women had experienced
in their own functioning or with

their own self-concept which they had wanted to confront,
and had consequently sought out
for help or relief.

a

therapeutic situation

They tended on the whole to see their

elementary school experiences and family life as intertwined.

Some of the women who discussed the value of

"
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their therapy expressed the way in which it influenced
their outlook on their past.
Ruth (#201) had spent several years in therapy

although she no longer was seeing

had experienced

a

her younger years,
married.

a

psychiatrist.

She

somewhat difficult family situation in
and had previously been unhappily

Unlike many of the women who were interviewed

this study, Ruth reported that she had always seen

herself as "pretty."

She had,

in fact,

treated as "the little princess."
in fact,

always been

In her first marriaqe,

she reported that she had fulfilled what she

called this "little princess role."
she said, was

a

The second time,

marriage of two persons.

her elementary school years,

In describing

she also talked a great

deal about her family.

Ruth had pleasant memories of elementary school.
She remembered herself as being

a

leader.

She "was

always either president or vice-president of my class.
In each classroom,

she remembered what she called "the

291

best girl" and "the best boy" existed.

She and

friend

a

were the best:
We were the most popular and we also got the
best marks.
I don't know how that worked out
that we were the most popular, but ... we
traded back and forth and, you know, one year
he would be the president and the next year I
would.
Kids seem to work it out that way.
In her perception

a

kind of natural transition of power

occurred and, as she saw

it,

things fell into place with

little pain.

Her family situation, however, appeared to offer

greater difficulties than her schooling.

Her mother, who

Ruth described as very intelligent, was dissatisfied with
the kind of life they lived and with the neighborhood in

which they resided.

She had wanted to attend college

but had been unable because her father had insisted that
She never

she work and earn money for the family.

worked after her own marriage because she had
breakdown" before Ruth was born.
she had a difficult life:

i

.1

1,

"nervous

Ruth remembered that

"She was always having all

kinds of depressions and being kind of
physical ly

a

but emotional ly ill.

.

.

.

not really

And she just never

worked.

Fly

father worked two jobs most of my childhood."

Her mother's moods were apparently upsetting to Ruth,
for she remembered that she experienced moments of "fear"

during school.

Her psychiatrist had helped her to under-

stand these times:

was always very strange. Because I remember
I used to cry a lot in school too.
I never
got over my fear.
And it was probably, now
that we’ve thought about it a lot more,
attached to my mother's neurosis. My mother
was home all the time. She was practically a
recluse. And I wanted to be home with her.
And I think, from what we’ve been able to
figure out, that I was trying to take care of
her, to mother her, you know.
But I'd be in
school, and all of a sudden in the middle of
the day I’d get this panic and I wouldn't
even know what was wrong. You know "But
I don't belong here!"
And I'd start crying.
I

—

Ruth identified this image of mothering in relation to
some of the other pupils in school.

When

I

asked her

to describe her relationship with others in her class,

whether she was outgoing, bossy, or more shy,

she replied

that she did not remember herself as being outgoing.
did,

however,

see herself as somewhat mothering:

There were always kids who for one reason or
another were rejects, the unhappy kids. And
they always sort of clung to me- as their

She
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protector, I guess.
But every year there
was at least one kid like that. And one
year the teacher did it. Actually sat the
child next to me.
I guess I sort of
mothered other kids or something.
She remembered achieving highly until sixth grade

when she had

a

overly casual.

teacher who she described as "lazy" and
She felt that she needed to be stimulated

in order to achieve,

and that she had not been able to

overcome the boredom that she experienced in his classroom.

She attributed part of her lowered achievement to

the teacher and part to her own patterns of motivation:

Sixth grade was when things started to go
downhill for me.
The teacher was a
very very casual person and I think a very
poor teacher, and I thought so then. Who
didn't give us much work to do. And what
he did give us he wasn't too concerned about
being too simple for us. He wasn't challenging
It was also sixth grade where the
at all.
came
for Special Progress classes. And
tests
I suppose I had a scapegoat when I didn't pass.
I could say, well that teacher wasted my time.
And I think it may have been true too. And
now I'm really glad I wasn't in those special
But then it meant so much for me.
classes.
There was no reason why I couldn't have done
I
But I was very easily unmotivated.
it.
mean I've always been that way. If someone
captures my imagination I'll work and I'll be
motivated and everything's fine. But I very
easily slip into laziness. So having a lazy
.

.

.
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teacher was very bad for me as an individual
because it just meant I didn’t do anything.
I didn’t try to make up for it, I just gave
up.

Although she ascribed part of her achievement and
creativity to interesting assignments and projects that
her teachers had offered,

she also remembered feeling

pressure from her mother to achieve:
My mother was very
it's very strange.
She's very two-faced and whenever I talk
about her or think about her ... on the one
hand she was pushing me and she wanted me to
achieve.
But on the other hand she was very
supportive. And you know she was so proud of
me if I did something which I guess made me
happy.
But when I stopped doing things there
was a big problem.
In sixth grade we took
tests.
You know in New York we have the SP
And my brother
cl asses--special progress.
had gotten into the SP's of course [S: What
do you mean "of course?"].
Well, you know he
came first and he had more pressure than I
And so I took the test and I didn't get
did.
in.
And it was like the darkest moment. I
cared, mostly because my mother cared so much,
And I was really upset. And when I
I guess.
told her she was really upset. And yea, she
It showed
really made a big thing about that.
But then she
I wasn't that smart or something.
You're
it.
do
can
"You
know,
you
would say,
really very smart." She would never call me
She would say I just wasn't working.
stupid.
.

.

.

:
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Ruth remembered associating achievement and beauty with
her mother

s

love for her.

She felt that her father

accepted her as she was, while her mother demanded high

performance as

a

kind of ticket for her love.

Ruth felt

as if her mother experienced achievement through her.

Her mother's frustrated desire to go to college was

partially fulfilled when Ruth went.

It was her mother

that made her feel how fragile it was to be the "little

princess"

My mother really made me feel like a little
princess.
I guess my father did too in a
different kind of way. My father would have
treated me like his princess if X had been the
ugliest child on earth. But my mother really
had to have something to base it on.
She was
a little more of a realist.
She built up your
good qualities all the time. My mother used
to actually say things like, "if you weren't
smart I wouldn't love you."
She would really
put it right on the line. And I really think
She never should have said it
it was true.
though--she had her own problems. It was
probably true with her. And I think probably
if I wasn't pretty enough to dress me up and
have me look like something, she would kind
of have rejected me too.
The uncertainty in being her mother's little princess lay,
for Ruth,

in the half-answered question:

if

I

were less
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pretty and less intelligent would my mother also love me
less?

The arrangement of experiences which Ruth pre-

sented was partly chronological, partly in answer to

questions

I

put to her, but also partly

a

result of the

intense psychological examination she had, at some point,

devoted to her life.
school experiences,

Her perceptions of her elementary

and with Ruth this tended to refer

to the time in her life when she attended elementary

school, were influenced by the psychological exploration

of her relationship to her mother,

and the resulting

problems and advantages (she did speak quite often of
good times that she spent with her mother) which

resulted from this relationship.

She tended to con-

tinually make connections between different aspects of
her life--between home and school, between her behavior
in one situation and her behavior in another, between

the degree of popularity she enjoyed at school and the
amount of attention her grandmother showered on her.

She

tried to link different parts of her life together into
a

coherent and related totality.

Ellen (#209) had seen

than four years.

Like Ruth,

school had generally been

a

a

psychiatrist for more

she recalled that elementary

good experience for her--she

liked the teachers and enjoyed having friends.

She also

recalled difficult memories of her relationship with
her family.

One of the reasons she recalled liking

school was that it gave her
ships with other children,
in her household.

a

chance to build friend-

an opportunity that was lacking

Her parents had told her that they

did not like children, and so Ellen never felt free to
invite others over to her house.

There were, however,

other repercussions from this knowledge.

As Ellen put it:

mean they just said, well my mother in
particular, that they didn't like other
children. And she always said she liked
her own, but just didn't like other people’s.
I suppose you were never so sure that if
she didn't like any other child in the world
that she also didn't like you.
I

One of the major problems confronting her,

like Ruth then,

was the issue of rejection.

Ellen described other ways she felt her parents
were not supportive to her as

a

person.

She remembered

them as being "cold and unemotional" and though
she felt
that her father had positive feelings for her,

she felt

unable to go to either of them with her problems-

One

of the problems she faced in elementary school was

dealing with the nature of her looksrecalls,

used to tell her,

she was "homely."

this were,

When

I

Her parents,

in one way or another,

she

that

asked her what the cues for

she told me that.

They used to say things like "you comb your
hair a lot. Too bad it doesn't look too
good." And they used to say things like,
"Since you were a child, you've always
looked very intelligent," leaving out the
idea that there might be any attractiveness.
Things like that.
Feeling rejected as

a

child is certainly

a

diffi-

cult emotion to handle, and it may have dominated much

of her younger life.

Ellen tended to initiate dis-

cussion on difficulties that she faced with her parents.
She brought feelings which were "on her agenda" into the

interview situation.
cerned whether she had

In answer to
a

a

best friend,

she "wasn't very well socialized,

question that conshe responded that

really.

She elaborated

.
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on this by explaining:
had

a friend from outside [school] who was
her parents were friends of my parents,
that was really the kinds of friends I was
supposed to have and mostly the kinds of
friends I did have. The school I went to
for the most part was fil led with children
who came from a lower class background than
I did.
And I always sort of had the idea that
these weren’t the kinds of children I was
supposed to be playing with. So there was
a sort of feeling that my parents really
didn't approve of them.
So I didn't have a
lot of social contact with them outside of
school
I
.

.

.

Since Ellen's relationship with her parents seemed to
have been outstanding in memory, she often conceptualized

answers in terms of how they related to her parents.
Ruth,

Like

she defined aspects of her life as interconnected

and gave evidence that she had searched for the roots of

her behavior patterns in her earlier years.
Not all women who had consulted therapists, however,

enacted similar patterns as Ruth and Ellen in the

interview situation.

Angela (#313),

just started to see a psychiatrist,

see herself in

a

new light.

for example who had

had begun recently to

She had gained certain

insights into her own behavior that she had never
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understood before.

The addition of psychotherapy into

her life had given her some new vocabulary, which was

apparent amidst the generally colloquial language she
chose to describe her childhood.
an

She talked about having

inferiority complex" and being "defensive" and had

recently noticed "rationalizations" for which she had

excused certain behaviors.

This vocabulary was expressive

of newly gained perceptions of herself:

hated people because I always had an
inferiority complex.
I had the impression
that people didn’t like me because I wasn't
good enough. And they would try to look
down at me and I would look down on them
first.
I made a lot of enemies due to my
own faults.
It wasn't really the kids, it
was me.
I sort of caused a lot of trouble
for them first before they did it to me.
I
really did start a lot of trouble in school.
I used to try to get into trouble in school
as much as I could.
I really did to get a
little attention.
I

As

she began to understand herself more clearly,

however,

Angela also felt somewhat confused about what she thought

of her life.

She seemed to be at the stage of discovering

that the more she learned about herself, the more she

found out there was to learn:
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don't really know what my outlook on life is
and I am really kind of mixed up and confused. ...
I found out just in the past
three months what a big coward I am.
I am all
talk.
If I got backed up to a wall I would
fight if I absolutely had to and probably
lose but I found out T nm not all "big gut
Angela."
I am a chicken.
I am afraid of
trouble because I hate to answer the door
even to pay the newsboy.
I am afraid to open
the door because I am afraid of trouble and
don’t want to be hassled.
I

Angela had begun to search for cause and effect relationships between different events and aspects of her life.

Sarah (#325) had visited
She had experienced

a

a

therapist only once.

deep depression during her sophomore

or junior year in college, and had consulted

a

counselor

at the university in order to relieve some of its

pressure.

Although she did not remain in therapy, her

visit acted as
to terms with

a
a

kind of catalyst and helped her to come
part of her past that had clearly been

bothering her at some level of her psyche.

She had first

sought help because she did not understand why she was
so depressed.

She found herself talking about her elemen-

tary and junior high school years with the therapist.
boyfriend, however, was against her seeking help:

Her

;

302

He thought things in psychology were bull.
"You can do it yourself.
You don’t need
someone to tell you what to do.”
But I
liked psychology and I trusted him [her boyfriend] .
So one day I decided I wanted to
do this myself and I sat down and wrote for
about four hours like all these things in
elementary school and junior high--how that
affected me. Especially the thing about
feeling separate from the girls in my neighborhood.
Then I really verbalized how it was
a lot of envy and one of the mothers once
said something bitter about me to someone
else and this just crushed me. At the time
I put it off saying this woman was stupid,
but if I remembered that in college, I
obviously believed her.
I wrote about sixteen pages on my childhood.

She did not continue in therapy.

She admitted, however,

that she was still not able to feel good about herself;
she did not see herself as

or worthwhile person.

a

particularly self-confident

She continually analyzed her own

behavior
see my strengths and I see my weaknesses and
yet when I have to put it all together and form
For some
an image of myself, I can't do it.
reason all these extra negative things come into
I am
it all the time that I can’t verbalize.
I would like to be
not what I wanted to be.
I feel I am smart, that I am
more independent.
an intelligent person, that I can do anything I
want to learn but when I take a course, I am
lazy and even if I am interested in it I won't
I
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get into it.
I won't follow something through
even if it is for my own good.
If it is a
paper, I will do it but somehow I just don't
get into things and that really bothers me.
I guess there are things in social work that
bother me but I am in it [she is a first year
graduate student in social workl
I like it
and it is probably something good for me; it
is something I can do well.
I am annoyed that
I can't do law well which I don't know.
There
are a lot of things I like about myself but I
have this thing where I like to be alone a lot
and when I am alone, I am not happy.
But sometimes I feel I have to be where no one is.
.

Sarah was aware that the effervescent and carefree

personality she presented to the world camouflaged

a

part of her self that she was just beginning to under-

She was in the process of examining her motives,

stand.

her parental influence, her lack of confidence and other

aspects of her behavior for which she wanted greater
insight.

Had her boyfriend not objected to the uni-

versity counselor, she would have continued.

Though certain individual variations existed in
how

a

therapeutic experience influenced these women's

perceptions of themselves and their elementary school
experiences,

the similarities are almost self-evident.

The use of psychologically-oriented language, the attention
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to on© s personal development in terms of psycho-

logical growth,

and the tendency to notice and recount

cause —and— e f feet relationships between different aspects

of one's emotions and behavior represent similarities in
the presentation of women who had experienced psychotherapy.
Sel f-Image

The category of "self-image" refers to

a

per-

spective which is somewhat difficult to separate from

psychotherapy or women's liberation in terms of its
content.

It is a perspective which was held by women

who articulated

a

negative self-image and who tended to

analyze their past experiences in terms of how they

contributed to this negative self-image, to feeling
lack of self-worth.

a

This psychologically-oriented per-

spective influenced the perceptions of women who had not

consulted therapists about their own behavior but who

were interested and concerned about their lack of selfconfidence,

and who looked to past circumstances for help

in understanding their feelings of inadequacy.
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The discussion of elementary school in terms of

this perspective of

"

personal search for

a

sel f-image" arose not only out of

a

degree of comfort with one's self,

but also took place within

a

certain cultural context.

The emergence of encounter groups, sensitivity training,
and the flowering of what might be called the "Esalen

Phenomenon" reveals,

in part,

the current attention that

is being paid to the need to understand one's self and to

find meaning in the occurences of one's life.

A social

sanction or even perhaps encouragement to search for
one's identity provides the social framework for this
individual quest for understanding one's self-image.

Francie (#322)

is a good example of a woman who

discussed her elementary school experiences around the
central theme of how they contributed to "the feeling of

inadequacy that

still have with me heavily.”

I

Most of

the experiences and feelings which she recalled related
in some way to feelings of inadequacy and insecurity.

Whether it was in terms of popularity:
insecure because

I

"I was very

could never make it with the popular
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girls;” or achievement:
like

I

"I was really insecure,

you know,

didn’t want to compete at all;” or her relationships

with boys:

"I was always out of it and

I

think that my

feelings about men were like extended from that; like

I

felt like no men would ever select me to go out with or

hang around with or be their girlfriend."

of the interview,

I

Near the end

asked Francis if she felt that

missed an important area in my questions.

had

I

Her answer

summed up much of her attitude; it expressed the way in

which she conceptualized her elementary school experiences:
the main thing, you should just want to
know how women feel about elementary school, and
you know like what they come away from it with-like what things they had to work out.
I just
think the biggest thing for me is the whole
thing of just being afraid and the constant
deterioration of my image.

Well,

Francie perceived her elementary school experiences in

terms of how they contributed to her negative feelings
about herself.

She felt that many of her present atti-

tudes and feelings were

a

partial consequence of her

experiences in elementary school.

She communicated

a

feeling of continuity between destructive influences on
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her image in elementary school and the insecurity she

presently is experiencing.

To put this another way,

she

perceived that certain feelings she presently experiences
have roots in her elementary school years.

The similarity

between the "cause and effect" relationship noted here
and in the section on psychotherapy is clear.

Because this chapter focuses on what influences
the way in which

a

woman perceives her elementary school

experiences, this does not mean that these influences

cause untruths.

Francie's concern for those episodes

in elementary school in which she recalls feeling insecure

or inadequate are not necessarily distortions of what
"actually" happened to her.

They may,

in reality,

have

been the most damaging and perhaps most important experiences she remembers.

Francie's present unhappiness about

herself may have caused her to be more sensitive to incidents and feelings in her past than someone who was not

experiencing

a

similar introspective period in her life.

In the end, however,

as this study has indicated countless

times before, the focus of this research is not on what

'actually" happened to these women in school, but rather,

what they perceived happened.

Becky (#318) also saw herself as
lacked self-confidence.

a

person who

Though she felt that she had

begun to build up confidence in herself, and that she had

begun to like herself, the feeling she was attempting to
overcome emerged dramatically at one point in the interview.

As she discussed how difficult it had been for her

to feel good about her qualities and character in elementary
school,

she expressed that she often felt "worthless.”

She broke into sobs as she added,
still do."

"and obviously,

I

Becky reported, as had Francie, that part

of the reason she felt so inadequate as

a

child resulted

from her inability to live up to and conform to what was

expected of her as

a

girl.

She felt that she was not

accepted for the talkative and active child that she was:

remember one day I talked to this kid [in
sixth grade] about why I didn't get along
with the other kids and I remember that part
of it was the fact that I talked too much.
That was really important, that business
about talking. At home I got a lot of that-I was a kid
"you talk too much" you know.
around
a lot and
moved
who talked a lot, who
I
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it really wasn't acceptable anywhere.
It’s certainly not acceptable in church
’cause you’re supposed to sit still and

keep your mouth shut and Sunday school
was the same, home was the same, school
was the same. There wasn't really anyplace
where I could just be me.
The rigidity of what she felt was required of her was
heightened,

she reported,

by the greater pressure on what

constituted appropriate behavior for females that was to
be found where she lived,

herself as

a

creative,

in the south.

She portrayed

musically talented but "extremely"

unself-confident child because of her inability to live
up to expectations which she felt

were made on her.

She

felt her lack of confidence was revealed in her own

feelings:

"I think maybe the

feelings of frustration.

Not being able to accomplish the same things the

like

I

wished

sixth grade.

know."

I

were dead and stuff by the time

.

was in

Becky,

discussed her elementary school experiences

in terms of how they did,
not,

I

.

You're always wishing you were dead, you

She remembered that she had said that.

like Francie,

.

or in most cases how they did

contribute to the development of

a

positive self-image.

310

They both remembered in general, experiences which were
related to this theme in one way or another.

As these two women discussed their elementary
school experiences they se

uu

d to be attempting to strip

away whatever protective devices they had in order to face

their naked selves.

It was for this reason that Becky

burst into tears; she not only experienced the pain of
her emotions but she had made herself extremely vulnerable because she had exposed her most sensitive feelings.

This spirit of openness did not characterize every woman

who was influenced by the theme of self-image.
Two women,

for example,

revealed inconsistencies

regarding the image which they presented of themselves.
Not enough data was collected on these women to substan-

tiate why this occurred, although that it did is revealed
in the material.

Beth (#205),

for example,

described her

feelings differently during an interchange:
Beth:

didn’t think [I was smart as a little
I used to think I was real dumb.
kid]
You did? It's funny. From hearing how
you talk, I thought you saw yourself as
sort of competent.
I

.

Sari:
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Beth:
S ar i-

:

Beth:

never thought I was dumb. Everybody
else thought I was dumb.
Oh, X thought you just said you thought
you were dumb?
No, I didn't think I was dumb.
In the
sixth grade I remember I had trouble with
math, and I remember nobody thought I was
particularly smart.
I remember we took
the SP exams and I didn't pass it, so I
wasn't going to go into the SP. Except,
then we took the Hunter College exam and
I did pass that.
Did you feel upset when you didn't pass the
SP exam?
I don't know.
Perhaps at that point my
image of myself had been led to concur
with what other people thought. Until I
did well on the Hunter, and they [other
girls] didn’t, and they [teachers] realized
that there must have been some fallacy in
their other exam because the Hunter exam
was much more difficult.
So they gave me
the SP exam again.
I

.

Sari:
Beth:

.

.

The "they" Beth speaks of seems to have been envisioned
as the generalized others who did not think she was smart.

"They" included the other girls in her class who did not

pass the Hunter exam (Beth was the only one who did)

,

and

the teachers who could not understand why she failed the

easier exam and passed the more difficult one.

of the possible accuracy of the statement,

In spite

"perhaps my

image of myself had been led to concur with what other
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people thought," it is also reflective of Beth’s unwilling-

ness to take responsibility for her own feelings about
herself.

In terms of the self-image she seemed to project

during the interview,

it was easier

for her to admit that

others did not think she was bright, than that she did not.
This passing off of responsibility occurred in
another instance during the interview with Beth.

discussing looks and the concept of prettiness.
me,

"I was very skinny also and very tall.

what

We were

She told

Didn't matter

looked like being that skinny and that tall, you

I

That took care of everything."

know.

When

I

asked her

she replied:

if she had felt awkward,

I don't
guess I was made to feel awkward.
just
that
It
was
felt
it
think that I
I was always taller than all the other boys,
otherwise it wouldn’t have bothered me. Also,
I used to slump a lot, I still do, because all
my girlfriends were so much shorter than I was.

I

.

While in

a

.

.

.

social sense it was probably accurate that she,

like other girls who are tall, was made to feel awkward
personally, Beth was not able to say

for a fact of life,
"Yes,

I

felt awkward.

that way was.

.

.

"

Perhaps part of the reason

I

felt

in terms of the kind of self-image
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she tended to present,

it was as if she saw herself,

or

wanted me to see her, as continually resisting group

pressure or group identification.
had not been

a

She told me that she

tomboy ("labels are just absurd") but was

not a typical girl either; she was not in women's liberation, but she had been liberated all her life.

Not enough data was collected in the interview to

suggest reasons for her conflict.

know whether she was defensive,
insecure,

a

It is impossible to

die-hard individualist,

or simply uncategor izable

.

This is not to say

that Beth was not open at all or cooperative in the

interview.

She was certainly cooperative and did discuss

aspects of her experiences that gave some clues to her
behavior.

She did share some of the difficulty she

suffered experiencing rejection, although she did not
state it in just that way.

In the fifth grade she began

menstruating before any of the other girls did:
matter of fact, I was so proud when I got
One of
it, I went and told all my girlfriends.
my girlfriends told one of the boys and they
So the next day I went back
made fun of me.
and told them it had all been a mistake and that
I had gone to the doctor and it was just a strain.

As

a
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You know, just a strain from bowel movements
or something. ...
I found out at that
point, what a good liar I am.
I could tell
anybody anything with the right information
and they would believe me.
For Beth,

feeling rejected without the antidote of

comeback was seen,

somehow,

a

to devalue her self-worth.

Marion (#324) remembered less of her elementary
schools experiences, but like Beth,

she seemed to feel

that to have experienced difficulties as

somehow make her less of

a

child would

a

valuable person.

She con

tinually mentioned that she did not have "real problems"
in school.

She talked about this again and again.

I

had asked her about first grade, and in concluding her
"I can't remember having any

description she said:
real problems with,

you know,

anything like that."

other kids in the class or

In fourth grade she broke her leg,

but she remembered the teacher as being

supportive person,
either."

When

I

read she replied,

a

warm and

so "that didn't create any problems

asked her if she remembered learning to
"As

I

remember it kind of happened in

the course of normal learnings.

I

can't remember having
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any real problems in learning to read."
fourth grade again,

She discussed

and after recalling that

generally uneventful, she added,

"Again,

I

it

was

enjoyed being

with the kids in the class and there were no real problems
there."

Later

I

asked her about her sexual development

in elementary school and she told me "You know,

and all those kinds of things,
naturally.
know,

I

it

developing

just seemed to happen

can't remember any traumatic things, you

that were centered around that kind of thing."

There is incomplete data regarding any substan

tiation of why Marion continually pointed out that she
did not have any problems.

Whether she thought

I

was

only interested in the problems or traumas of her early
educational experiences, or whether she was covering up

certain feelings is impossible to know.
image,

however,

In terms of self-

she was concerned to communicate to me

that she did not have problems as

a

young girl.

A concern with self-image can be seen to have

influenced respondents differently.

For some,

their search

for self-understanding and self-confidence influenced them
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to present material from their memories of elementary

school that related to this present concern.

For others,

their concern with self-image, different in nature that
it was,

created certain inconsistencies in the way they

recounted their experiences.

For all,

though, the theme

of self-image ran through their presentations.

School-Age Children
One of the questions which the interviewees were

asked concerned directly the subject of this chapter.
At the end of each interview, the respondent and

usually discussed the question,
do you feel,

I

"What kinds of things,

influence the way in which you look back on

your experiences?"

Psychotherapy,

were often mentioned.

and women's liberation

Another concern which was mentioned

by mothers who had young children was that they had thought
about their educational experiences in the hopes that

their children would not have to face similar ones.

Most

of these women had negative feelings about parts of their

own education which they perceived had

a

on some aspect of their own development.

detrimental effect
The five women
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who represented this perspective hoped to provide
ent kind of experience for their children.

a

differ-

Housewives

usually represented the job category for this group of
women.

Peggy (#310) remembered having

a

difficult time in

school with social pressures which she felt prevented her

from learning how to express her feelings.
to conform to the group,

The pressure

the inhibition she felt to

express certain aggressive feelings, and the desire for
special recognition from the teacher created certain

behavior patterns for Peggy which she felt did not contribute to her emotional growth.

Her concern for her

own child's well-being in school was one of the concerns
that influenced her perceptions of elementary school:

guess part of it is, yeah, I guess part of
it is that I have a kid now in the same grades
doing all those things now that I remember, too.
And I can see, you know, [myself going in very
sensitive, and he went in very sensitive and
you get completely wiped out and have your
emotional, physical, social well-being, you know,
And that's,
go backwards instead of forwards.
that's what I would, you know, guess from my
own experiences now, not so much part of the
women's liberation movement, but more with just
I

1

d

318

having a child in the school system, you know.
The least they can do is not do any harm.

Her involvement in the women's liberation movement affected
her interpretation of her educational experiences less than
did

a

concern for the quality of her son's education.
Janet (#302) reported that she had bussed her

children to one of the more experimental schools in the
city so that the rigidity of her own learning experiences
might be spared her children.
so much for the emotional

She reported

a

concern not

difficulties she experienced,

but for the enveloping boredom she remembered.

Janet

recalled that she had been chastised frequently

in the

early grades of elementary school for "talking and fooling
around; not paying attention, you know, bored.

..."

There had been no provisions made for children who read
faster than other children:

Like we were all reading the same books that
Timothy [her son] is reading in first grade
We
now, only he's reading at his own speed.
everybody'
had to, you know, all read; when
mastered one page then we could turn the
I mean, that's the way I sorl o
page. ...
remember it anyway. We just all had to read at
the same speed; we couldn’t go ahead and if you
did, you got yelled at.
I'
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Her determination to provide an environment that encouraged
a

more individualized learning experience for her children

had caused her to send them to

a

more open school than

could be found in her neignborhood.

viewed Janet, then,

Before

I

had inter-

she had taken steps to change her

children's school on the basis of memories of her own
schooling experiences.

Marilyn (#304) had chosen to send her little girl
to one of the free schools in the city.

Memories of her

own educational encounters had led her to hope that

a

different set of experiences for her child would offset
some of the social and emotional difficulties she had

faced in elementary school.

During the interview Marilyn

discussed how she felt the elementary school had helped
to make her feel "ugly," unsure of herself,

uncertain of

her intelligence and somewhat afraid of authority.

Later,

she told me how the school she had chosen for her child

was different in all those respects:

clothing or looks,

it

it

did not emphasize

provided an open environment which

.
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encouraged children’s initiating activities, and while the
teachers there represented authority, they were not
authoritarian.

These women discussed their elementary school

experiences partly in terms of their own children.

They

spoke of incidents which they had already seen as having
a

negative effect on their own development.

On the basis

of these perceptions, they had made decisions regarding
the education of their children.

Women had different

concerns ranging from rigid learning situations to
difficult social ones.

Previous thinking and analysis

about their elementary school years affected the way they

conceptualized their experiences during the interview
situat ion

Individual Circumstances
Some of the ways in which

a

woman's perceptions of

her elementary school were influenced,

reflected not only

opinions and attitudes which they held, but also individual problems and circumstances which they had confronted
in their lives.

How they described their experiences, in
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other words, was affected not only by their political and
personal beliefs, but also simply by some of what had

happened to them in their lives.
problems of health were

a

Families,

death,

and

few of these experiences or

crises which contributed to

a

woman's perspective.

Various family arrangements were often mentioned
by the respondents as

a

central factor which had shaped

the direction of their lives.

While these family problems

did not necessarily affect the way in which

a

woman might

have told her story, it did affect the way in which she

had come to live,

and consequently how she thought about

her own past.
For several of the women,

their family arrangements

had been so difficult and disruptive during the years they
were in elementary school, that they overshadowed the

experiences of elementary school itself.
for example,

Helen (#306),

had an alcoholic father who often brutalized

and frightened the whole family.

Whatever difficulties

existed in the school itself were complicated by
ruptive home situation:

a

dis-

"I'd say that all of elementary

322

school was clouded by my family's problems."

The

insecurity which family circumstances provided, caused
the three youngest children,

tranquilizers.

all girls,

to be put on

Helen interpreted this situation:

"I

guess we were very hyper kids, hyper-like, nightmares and
a

lot of nervous mannerisms of all sorts."

School did not serve as

a

relief from family

problems, however; it did not distract Helen's attention

from what was happening at home.

She continually worried

that people would find out about her father's bad temper

and that schoolmates would think the worse of her because

of her father:
[The family situation] for me was a cloud, and
it was just like always going to rain type of

thing.
My father had a very violent temper and
he would, my neighbors would call the police.
They were all very afraid of I don't know what.
They were afraid for us, maybe, I don't know,
So
that isn't how a kid perceives it though.
would
I was very afraid that people at school
know about this, and so I was, it sort of acted
It just seemed
as an inhibitor to me
in my head that everything that was going on in
my block was also going on in school and that it
was just so embarrassing for me at homo that it
must be the same thing at school and I just,
remembering some incidences, in school, that I
would just rather not say anything or say it in
.

.

.

.

very mumbled voice, rather than give away
myself.
I think the feeling that I felt was
shame and embarrassment.
This whole identifying
with your parents and not seeing yourself as a
separate person.
a

Her fear that others would discover her home situation
inhibited Helen’s participation in school life.
not want others to find out about her.
of her own life then,

She did

In the spectrum

elementary school played

much

a

smaller part than her family difficulties did.

While

elementary school aggravated rather than ameliorated her
unhappiness,

and consequently did play some part in her

own development, next to

she experienced at home,

w'hat

elementary school was simply not that important.
For Paula (#303) as well,
from family problems.

It was,

more thing to worry about."
her mother was taken to
a

"nervous breakdown."

tution.

a

a

as she described it,

refuge
"one

When Paula was in fifth grade

mental hospital after suffering

She never returned from the insti-

Before she had left,

never been

school was not

Paula recalled that she had

particularly healthy either physically or

emotionally, but after she left the burden of the housework

and certain responsibilities for the other children in the
family

— two

younger brothers

— fell

on Paula’s shoulders.

The tension at home at the time of her mother's "illness,"
as Paula called it,

the time.

caused her to feel "anxious" much of

She felt that some of this anxiety must have

been reflected in her behavior at school, but like Helen,
she felt the need to keep school and family life separate.

remember in fifth grade my teacher asked me
what was the matter, and like I would sit there
and I would suck on my hand and she took me out
in the hall one time and asked me what was
wrong and I just stood there in silence. Like
I really thought she was chastizing me for not
paying attention.
But I don't know if that's
what she really meant at all.
She was a nice
person and maybe she was just concerned about
it.
But I also felt ... I remember feeling
that school was school and home was home and
never the twain shall meet.
So that if I had
problems at home, that had nothing to do with
school or my performance in school and she
shouldn't be asking me about things outside of
school because it was none of her goddamn
business and I guess maybe I just couldn’t
talk about it and that's what made me so mad.
I

In addition to the anxiety caused by the immediate

loss of her mother, Paula's life was complicated by her

being the girl and having to assume major responsibility
for running the household and caring for her brothers.
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As

a

fifth and sixth-grade child,

quite

a

burden.

she felt,

she found this to be

The freedom her brothers experienced was,

denied to her.

While they could spend the

afternoon playing basketball or baseball, she could not
as she had to worry about housework and dinner.

Paula's

family problems had affected the way she had spent many
of her years,

and consequently, the way in which she

perceived her elementary school experiences.
Individual family problems took many shapes.

partial loss of

a

parent through sickness or

a

The

personal

problem was only one form that the respondents described.
Joan (#301),
children.

for example,

came from

a

family of nineteen

And they all lived together in one house.

Although they were not all living during the time she
attended elementary school, the size of her family and
her parent's overprotectiveness had affected her early
years.

To Joan,

of the house.

school was

a

means to escape the confines

Because she and her sisters were not allowed

to participate in extra-curricular activities or to have

friends over, Joan remembered that she was never really
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involved in school; she never really felt that she
was
part of it.

Her parents,

she felt,

a

did not value edu-

cation and kept her out of school so much during the year
in high school,

that she finally quit school:

wanted to go on with school but, like the
last year I was in school I, like, you know,
I quit and I was just out so much it didn't
make sense for me to stay in.
'Cause I think
one year, out of what 260 some days you go
during the year, I missed over 100 days.
[I

1

She left home and finished her schooling at night.

Her

family situation simply overshadowed her schooling

experiences.

Elaine (#319) came from an ethnic family situation which had determined

which she lived.

a

great part of the way in

Her father was

man who had wished for

a

boy.

a

dogmatic and powerful

As an elementary school

girl she had wished to be an engineer because that is what
her father wanted her to be.

It was not until she left

home for college that she was able to look back with more

equanimity on her family situation.
a

little distance from her father:

She was able to develop

"Everything is black

and white to him and no shades of gray.

And

I

don't know
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whether that's the reason

a

lot of my ideas are the way

they are, because he really kind of, he was such
head of the household."
king" Elaine recalled,

strong

The father was "treated like

a

and in their extended family, men

were valued much more highly than the women.

growing up,

a

for example,

While

Elaine remembered that the best

cuts of meat were served to the men, while the women ate

something cheaper:
I can remember the one thing when we were first
married, I can remember buying pork chops and
buying lamb chops because those were the things
I could never eat in our household.
Everybody
would, like my father and my grandfather would have
always the lamb loin, those beautiful expensive
cuts of meat, and we would end up with liver or
some lousy cheap piece of meat.

There were certain family traditions that Elaine resented

which overshadowed her memories of school.

As an only

child she was overprotected and she was continually

embarrassed when her parents, who spoke with heavy accents,

would walk with her to the bus stop in the morning and
wait with her until the bus came instead of permitting her
to go alone as other children did.

school experiences were

a

Elaine's elementary

much smaller part of her life

.
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than for some of the other women because of the intensity
of her family relationships.
Other problems besides early family life affected

women's perceptions of their elementary school experiences.
For Valerie

(#317),

the death of her father when she was

seventeen and her own marriage later occasioned her to
examine her life critically; these two experiences caused
her to gain insight into her own development as

a

person:

It was a tremendous crisis in my family when
my father died.
I began to look at my parents
as people at that time.
That is where the
starting point came.
From there to a
later point [I was forced to come to selfevaluation]
Then just in terms of knowing
another person intimately, just discussing,
and looking back you learn a different perspective.
I don't think I had really put things
into perspective until the last five or six
I have been drawing things
years of my life.
together
.

.

.

.

A crisis in Valerie's life affected the way in which she

analyzed her own experiences.

She became more questioning

and critical of the nature of her own development, and

consequently of her elementary school experiences.
had,

since the death of her father,

the meaning of her own life.

She

attempted to discover

.
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Melissa (#314) revealed, toward the end of the
interview,

that she had fertility problems,

life and her sense of herself as
by this situation-

a

and that her

person were affected

While this problem of health was

unrelated to any of her elementary school experiences,
it

did affect Melissa's self-confidence as well as her

sense of herself as
then,

a

woman.

Worrying about her problem,

affected how she examined her experiences:

Sometimes I feel I am not doing enough with
myself.
Other times I feel I am doing what
I can handle.
I have a lot of medical problems and I have had a lot of surgery.
I am
infertile.
This is affecting my life 100
percent of my time. This is mainly what I
cope with every day. ...
I spend a lot of
time coping with this, sometimes good, sometimes bad. When I feel good about myself I
am confident and I can deal with anything and
when I have a down day and I feel everything is
turned against me, it's kind of hard to walk
with my head up.
A difficulty that Melissa had to face in her own life

influenced how she thought and conceptualized about her

experiences
Individual circumstances, then, were also partly

responsible for the ways in which women discussed their

HO
past.

Each woman was affected by her own life-experiences,

to be sure,

and it was not only extraordinary or crisis

circumstances that affected their perspectives.
(#204)

explained that she felt

learning,

pairt

Katie

of her inertia in

and her uninvolvement with social issues resulted

from the atmosphere in her family's home:

The thing was, my parents never really talked
much about things that were going on, issues
and things like that, which I regret because,
the dinner conversations were usually about
bills and things like that. So I was never
stimulated in any sort of a way at home.
[The dinner conversations] were always about
money.
We never talked about current affairs
or anything sort of like that.
I never
developed any kind of feeling for them.
.

.

.

Part of the way we think is clearly affected by the nature

of the experiences we have encountered, and the kinds of
families in which we are brought up.

Certainly whether

or not the families of these women valued education for

their daughters when they were little was another factor

which influenced these informants' perspectives.

circumstances partially accounted for some
individual viewpoints.

oi

Individual

the women

s
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Women's Liberation

Knowledge of or participation in the women's

liberation movement was perhaps the perspective which
was most influential on women's perceptions of their

elementary school experiences.

Thirty- five women felt

affected in one way or another by women’s liberation.

Though not every woman was part of, or agreed with many
of the ideas of the women's liberation movement, many

women expressed their belief in what the women's liberation movement had accomplished.

Even if they felt that

their own individual perspective had not been influenced

by personal involvement in the movement, they discussed
their own image as

a

girl in terms of currently accepted
Issues raised

ways of talking about women and their roles.
by women's liberation have,

in other words,

encouraged

certain kinds of thinking and conceptualizing.
a

question which asked,

for example,

Consequently,

for a descriptive

response relating to how "aggressive or passive"

a

respondent remembered her behavior, often elicited an

answer which expressed how conforming to

a

role model the

woman remembered herself being.

When

I

asked one woman

who had been somewhat influenced by the ideas of the women's

liberation movement, for example, how she would sum up her
behavior in elementary school, she said:
see myself as being very good and not wanting
to do anything wrong and doing very well in school.
Just the kind of thing that drives me crazy now
when I think of it. But that’s what I was really
like:
a nice little girl.
My mother would go
up and everyone would say, "Oh she's just
wonderful." Too compliant (#202).
I

The question did not call for her to evaluate her own

behavior in terms of its conformity to role model, but
the woman thought about herself in that way.

Everyone who participated in the interviews was
aware of the women's liberation movement.

Some women

understood the women's movement only in terms of stereotypic
images and caricatures.

Women who related to the women's

movement on this level tended to refer to it by the use of
the words "bra burning" or "bra burners."
woman,

for example,

liberation movement,

When

asked one

what she thought about the women's
she replied:

personally get very uptight at them saying
that is what I want simply because I am a
I

I

s

..
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female.
I don’t think they have a right to
tell me that I want to burn my bra or that I
want to get a job digging ditches.
I feel a
woman should be in the home. if she is
qualified to do a job and she wants to, fine
(#313)

Other women referred to what they called the more "extreme"

positions in the women's movement as the "bra burning"
elements:

"I am for a lot of it.

fact that we are equal.

Job equality and the

As for women burning their bras

and complaining about being home and this and that,

don't like it (#314)."

Why these women thought in terms

of such stereotypes can not be substantiated,
it might be

I

although

suggested that their contact with the women'

liberation movement occurred through the media rather

than through any personal involvement.

In all,

almost

everyone interviewed was thinking about women’s liberation in one way or another, whether it was positively or

negatively
Though most of the women were touched by the

women's movement, not all of them were; those that were

often took very different views of the movement and of
their own relationship to it.

And partly, the way in
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which they thought about the women
ment,

1

liberation move-

s

accounted for the degree of influence they allowed

it to have over their own lives.

Five women felt that the

women's liberation movement had no influence upon their
lives.

Joan (#301) was not involved in it but also

expressed no negative feelings about
felt it did not affect her:

"I don't really pay that

much attention to Women's Lib at all.
to his own choosing.

care about it."
nor

a

She simply

it.

.

.

.

Everybody

It's not important to me

.

I

don't

Her voice expressed neither hostility

strong negativism.

Other women who felt that they had not been

influenced by the women's liberation movement expressed
more negative feelings.
above,

tight."

One woman,

in the example given

said that women's liberation made her feel "up-

Another woman who felt that her awareness of it

had been minimal suggested that its ideology did not affect
the way in which she perceived her elementary school

experiences.

She did,

however,

about women's liberation:

have some negative feelings

.

.
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Bob came home and he said, "I'm going to bake
a cake" and I said, ”0h, you want me to bake
a
cske and he says,
No, I'm going to bake a cake
for you." And this was before I had the baby
and I got all upset, I got all bent out of shape,
because this was not his job and to me there is
a feminine things.
And I am pleased when
he doesn’t do things as well as I think they
should be done because I feel, you know, I still
have the upper hand (#319)
.

Another woman,

a

.

.

housewife with

a

young child,

said that

she reacted to women's liberation neither negatively nor

positively.

Later,

however,

she discussed one of her

resentments about the movement:
accept what they want to do but I am happy
doing what I am doing and I feel that's what
life's all about.
If you're happy scrubbing
floors or having children or being with your
husband and working with him and if you enjoy
catering to his needs and cooking dinner, then
Or if you want to go out and work and
fine.
I do resent the fact
have a career, good.
that so much has been placed on the career.
Now a lot of my friends, although they might
not admit it, feel that they are inferior in
some ways and they are going to become a
vegetable if they remain home for ten years
and have a family but fortunately I don't feel
I think children need their mothers
that way.
time.
I’m happy that I don't have
long
for a
those thoughts (#316)
I

The women who had these negative feelings about the ideology
of the women's liberation movement felt that

it had not

:

.

.

:
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influenced how they analyzed their elementary school

experiences

Another view of the women's liberation movement
which some of the women who were interviewed for this
study took, can best be characterized by the phrases,
"I don’t need a movement," or "it reinforced the way

always was."

I

One woman who at thirty was single and an

assistant professor at

a

university, took this view,

saying that she did not need

a

movement to validate her

activities
I kind of do my own thing, anyway, and whereas
long before
and I think that you do do
the things that you want to do and you make
things happen, you know. ...
I mean,
if
people feel that they have to have a movement
to work through, then that’s fine, you know.
I haven't and I’ve kind of been going along my
own way.
I guess without the need of that kind
of thing (#324)
.

.

.

This woman did not want to identify with the women's liberation movement.

Another woman, who was

took the view that she "did not need

a

a

scientist,

also

movement"

think the whole thing is just
irrelevant because I tend to condemn a lot of
w
them, because they're real " johnny-come-lately s
I mean all of a sudden,
as far as I am concerned.
In many cases

I

'
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they've been living for 20 years and never realized
that they were oppressed or that things needed to
be done.
And you’ve always known this, is
S
that what you’re saying?!
I guess I've always felt
it implicit.
I’ve just never accepted it at any
point.
And I just went my own way all along. And
I'm not playing the game that all along I've been
oppressed and now you can't oppress me anymore.
You know, what the hell were you doing for the
first 20 years. And like that irritates the hell
out of me.
You know, it's one thing if you've
known all along and you’ve been living the liberated
life all along and you're joining an organization
because in numbers there's strength, okay, that's
one thing.
But I mean, if all of a sudden it's
the "in thing" to do, I have no use for " in
people." Or like a lot of people on this campus,
real aimless, sort of empty-heads, that walk
around and whatever happens to be "in", they'll
join.
And they're the ones that yell the loudest
and do the least. As far as I'm concerned, you've
got something to say, okay, if you want to get
something done, go do it, you know, don't scream
about it and don't give all this bullshit, just
So do you agree with many of the
do it.
[S:
I don't think
concepts of women’s liberation?]
But it is
there is anything I don't agree with.
something I’ve always known and I’ve never
accepted, I've just never accepted that kind of
I*ve always been in science, I've
bullshit.
always been in math, I've always been with men.
And I've always been up against thst and I've
And I didn't
just always fought it my own way.
to provide me
organization
else's
need everybody
with strength; I didn’t need to commiserate with
anyone else and I just find it very difficult.
I tend to be very intolerant of these women who
You know, I don't
can’t deal with this situation.
know where they've been all their lives (#205).
[

;

.
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The hostility which the respondent felt towards the
women's

movement is fully expressed in her statement.

Interestingly

she reports that she agrees with many of the ideas of

women’s liberation but does not, on the other hand,
believe in

a

movement.

Another woman expressed that she felt little
personal influence from the women’s liberation movement,

although it had influenced her views of education and

particularly her own education as

a

child:

don't think that it tremendously influenced
me in any way because it is just the things
that I have always felt. The ways that it has
influenced me is that it has reinforced my own
kinds of thinking and my own way of life.
It
has never changed my life style in any way.
It
has not made me think differently on anything
important to me.
[it has influenced]
education in part, definitely.
I think I was
probably one of these subjugated little girls
who just wasn't given a chance to develop fully
because I was put in a role by many things and
circumstances.
I played the role very well.
I still do to some extent.
I don't think I
I
will ever be the aggressive type of person.
If
definitely think people were reinforced.
you acted in a docile kind of way and were sweet
and those kinds of things, that's what you're
supposed to be.
I sort of complied with that
I

.

(# 317 )

.

.
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On the one hand then,

the respondent felt that the women's

liberation movement had not really influenced her because
she had always felt similar ideas.

however,
girl.

On the other hand,

she reports that fit the image of

good little

a

Perhaps she realized her compliency before the

advent of the women's liberation movement.

Or perhaps

what she means is that women’s liberation does not

influence her marriage though it does influence the way
in which she looks at her own development and society at

large.

Like other women who separated their personal

^

lives from the movement for women's liberation,

she did

not want to identify with it.

Other women felt that they had been somewhat

influenced by women's liberation, although they did not
characterize their involvement as

a

deep one.

Those who

were "somewhat" influenced by the women's movement ranged
from women who expressed mixed feelings about

who had recently become involved.

it,

to those

Mixed feelings were

expressed as follows:
I
think it’s great, to a certain extent.
and
boots
army
in
out
going
don't believe in

I

^It is not the focus of this study, but the "double
messages” communicated by some of the respondents who
wanted to dissociate themselves from the women's liberation movement would provide an interesting topic to

research.

.

.
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the huge jeans and everything. There's a degree
of where you've got to stop, being like a man,
that you are a man. I mean, there definitely
is a difference between females and males and
there are definitely some things that males can
do that females can't.
I think on the whole it
is good, because intellectually women should
have just as much opportunity as men (#203)

Having when I finally got to be twenty-six or
twenty-seven, having other women talking about
the same kinds of things that I always had
banging around in my head. And had found
maybe two or three other people who felt that
way, so to me the women's movement was sort of
the same reaction to when there were hippies.
Finally, you see that you’re not the only
weirdo in the world. ...
I feel a lot of
movement too.
the
women's
different ways about
I have a lot of conflicting feelings about it.
I feel some women can be really happy being in
that whole feminine role and I'm disappointed
in myself for not being able to fulfill that
role, because I'm also not able to give it up.
So, I'm sort of caught in the middle between
never being able to be a happy little housewife
and never being able to be totally free of the
But it's nice to have the women's movemyth.
ment around (#210)

These women had

a

limited acceptance of some of the ideas

of the women’s movement, as they interpreted them.

Other

women who said that they had been influenced "some" by the
women's movement reported that they had only recently been
interested in it and did not feel that they had been

.ML

involved long enough to give any other answer to

question that concerned their relationship to

a

it.

Another woman felt that some ideas of women's liberation
had begun to influence her when her boyfriend had gotten

angry at her for being interested in it.

She felt that

she had to choose between women's liberation and her

boyfriend,

and so she chose her boyfriend.

She had not

explored these ideas more fully:
I read a book when it all started about two
years ago and I talked to my boyfriend about
it.
In a sense it was all about the psychology
of literature, how women were put down. When
I told B
about it, he got so mad at
me and we almost broke up.
So I decided none of
this stuff is worth it. All my friends were
calling him a chauvinist pig and he kind of was.
I like him.
[S:
Why was he mad?]
I guess
I liked a
because he was a chauvinist pig.
lot of him opening doors for me and all the
little mannerisms a guy does. He sent me
flowers.
It was the first time a guy treated
me like that.
I really felt I was giving up a
I just
the book etc.
reading
stuff
lot of
[I feel
stopped talking about it to him.
influenced by women's liberationl in two ways.
I am in social work now and I kind of feel
really annoyed because it is such a typically
female position and before this was, I was in
education which was the same thing. I didn't
I think I feel more comfortable with
like that.

.

.

myself because a lot of
feminine girl (#325)

it,

I

am not the most

She was able to identify the change in her own attitude

toward herself that she felt women's liberation had meant
for her life*.
I am still athletic, not a tomboy because I am
too old.
I feel comfortable with it.
If someone asked me if I liked a girl to be muscular,
I would say yes, whereas five years ago my idea
was like Twiggy (#325)

These are the positions which characterized those eleven

women who described themselves as "somewhat" affected by
the women's movement.

Twenty-four women felt that they had been strongly

affected by the ideas of the women's movement, and that
their lives had been changed accordingly.

One woman felt

the women's movement had dramatically changed her life in

the ways that concerned her views of herself, and conse-

quently her marriage:
Once you're awakened you really ... it socks
you right in the mouth and it has made a lot of
difference in my married life ... a lot.
It's created a lot of tension with my husband.
He thinks I ought to go back to being meek
If he can't accept me
and cute and 19, you know.
.

.

.

.

.

.

.
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as a person

I

really don't think

it

...

I

He thinks of me as
we'll probably get

When

I

.

a

coed.

a

divorce (#312).

happened to meet this woman

a

.

.

.

think

couple of months

later she had recently separated from her husband and

started divorce proceedings.

Another unstable marriage

reflected the woman's recent change in beliefs:
They've helped me cast off a lot of guilts
and stuff like that, but I have to be careful
because I say, you know, the peace movement
had done nothing for my marriage and I think
the, if I really get into the women's thing
with both feet that would be the end of it,
so I really have to do this carefully and
attack him sneakily with all this stuff (#308)
Both of these somen had married when they were very young,

both under twenty,

and as they developed as individuals,

their marriages did not seem able to maintain themselves.

Though other women did not see their lives being
affected quite this dramatically they did express the
feeling that the women's movement had influenced in

a

major way how they looked at life, at their own development,
and more specifically at their experiences in school.

Women's liberation,

for these women, had changed the way

..
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in which they looked at themselves and helped them to

understand some of the feelings they had:
started looking at [my pastl more in terms
of male/ female roles where I used to think
it was just me and that I was screwed up
because I didn’t perform as I was supposed
to.
It was partly that, but also male/female
roles (#320)
I

It helped me,

in looking back, it helped me
understand some of the things I was going
through at the time. Like especially the
competitiveness for the male teacher, in
sixth grade.
It helped me understand that
more.
Because at the time
I’m sure
.

.

.

wasn't really aware what was going on.
But now I can look back and see that, yeah
I think it probably was that. ...
I feel
more confident in myself than I did. And
I guess a lot of it has to do with just
being involved in the women's movement.
It
helped me to see myself as a person. And
to help me develop in some way, a little
And mainly in
bit of leadership ability.
seeing myself as an individual, and not
seeing myself as part of a relationship with
Mainly just helping me develop
someone else.
myself as a person (#206).
I

I've becoine a lot more aware of my attitudes
toward being a woman, and the kinds of things
that are open to me and are closed to me.
And I'm much more quick to connect, oh say,
some kind of discrimination with the ideas
that I'm a woman than that I'm a human
being (#209)

.

.

.
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think that in many ways it has changed my
life considerably and, to the point where five
years ago somebody really would have said
I would really have appeared as a different
person.
I was, I had very much accepted the
roles my parents cast me into.
And what they
taught me and the whole culture where I grew
up. ...
I just began to wake up and realize
that people didn't have to open my door and I
didn't have to get married and have a baby and
that got really strong.
(#315)
I

.

.

.

.

.

.

The women's movement came along and said this:
"It doesn't matter if you're quiet and wear
frilly dresses and have, you know, soft lovely
hair, blond, you can be anything
and
you're so terrific." The women's movement
said, "We accept you no matter what."
And ".it's okay to be whoever you are" and,
for the first time in my life, there was
something that was very popular that I could
really relate to and really grab a hold of.
I became aware of how much, you know,
how much damage had been done to me through
this oppression of women. That a lot of the
things I did were absolutely normal. ..."
.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

(#318)
I realized how intimidated I was--for what
And I think the whole thing that men
point!
are more valued than women (#322)

The attitudes of these women had been changed by the ideas
of the women's liberation movement, and their perspectives

on their elementary school experiences were affected by
these ideas.

3
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Women's liberation had helped these women to see
the development of their own image in

a

social perspective.

They described the social pressures on them in terms which
made connections between their individual behavior and the
social demands of the school.

These women began to see

a

relationship between their own lives (and what they thought
had been individual problems) and those of other women.

Participation in consciousness-raising or discussion
groups had led them to see that this perspective was
ideological.
behavior.

They had

a

means to understand their

It helped Polly (#102)

to understand why she

had difficulty in elementary school.
she had been kept back

a

She perceived that

grade because her "fighting and

aggressive" behavior was seen as immature for

although it had been allowed for boys.

a

girl,

For Harriet

(#309),

way to

the ideas of the women's movement had given her

a

understand why she felt so out of place in the

beauty

queen" orientation of the southern town in which she grew
up.

She was able to understand her inability to resist

the pressure to conform to the

"

unintellectual " image

ol
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the young girl.

For Becky (#318)

the women's movement

had helped her to feel better about herself.

She saw

that she was not such a "weirdo" for being such

talkative and active child.

a

She felt more critical of

the rigidity of the role she felt she was supposed to
emulate,

than of herself for expressing her individuality.

For Elizabeth (#103), why she had always felt out of

place being an instigator of mischief in elementary school

became apparent.

Those women who had felt out of place in one way
or another during elementary school,

of the women's movement represented
standing their own behavior.

found that the ideas
a

means for under-

It was a perspective that

for many women provided a way for them to arrive at

of coherence in their analysis of their own life.
ideology, women's liberation was

a

a

kind

As an

way for many of the

women to relate their own behavior to

a

certain role, and

to express in language certain vague and undefined feeling

they had held as children.

They understood more about the

reasons for their behavior and their feelings.

Women's liberation, like other perspectives which
affected women’s perceptions of their elementary school
experiences,

is not presented in order that certain

"distorting” influences can be determined by the reader.”
Rather,

partly

how individuals examine their lives is seen as
a

function of their experiences and their attitudes.

These attitudes or perspectives have been presented so
that the ways in which women conceptualized their

experiences in elementary school may be understood.
Everyone has

a

point of view and

a

way of looking at life.

Some of the women who participated in the interviews had
a

more coherent and self-articulated ideology than others

and they described experiences as they fit into their
whole view of life.
occurred.

Others just listed experiences as they

Psychotherapy,

self-image,

school-age children,

individual circumstances and women's liberation were dis-

cussed as the major influences on women’s perceptions.

They offered
a

a

means for understanding out of what context

woman's discussion of her elementary school years arose.

CHAPTER VII
"THE FREEDOM TO BE ME"

The lives of each of the women who were

a

part

of this study differed enormously in detail from one

another, and these details gave

each life.

a

different shape to

Marriage or divorce, happy or unhappy

childhoods, the degree of introspection, the style of
life,

pregnancies and miscarriages

— these

were only a

few of the experiences which separated one woman's life

from another.

Each of the women interviewed in this

study thought about her life differently; what they

expected of themselves and of their futures was often
dissimilar.

And yet these highly individual women

discussed many similar feelings and described many
analagous patterns in their elementary school education.

How does one, consequently, note the many similarities
without losing sight of the differences?
This question has been considered by others, most
notably, perhaps, by C. Wright Mills in his discussion of

.
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the nature of the "sociological imagination" in
of the same name (1959)

a

book

Those who possess this

.

sociological imagination" are able, according to Mills,
to see the individual

s

life in the context or framework

of the society:

The sociological imagination enables its
possessor to understand the larger historical
scene in terms of its meaning for the inner
life and the external career of a variety of
individuals [p. 5]

Too often, social critics have ignored effects of
societal events on the individual or they have portrayed
the individual's problems outside of the social context
in which one always lives.

Society is made up of

individuals and their individual actions and yet, at
the same time, the nature of these actions is often

determined by social pressure.

To study one without

the other is to examine life fallaciously:

We have come to know that every individual
lives, from one generation to the next, in
some society; that he lives out a biography,
and that he lives it out within some historical sequence. By the fact of his living he
contributes, however minutely, to the shaping
of this society and to the course of history.

.

even as he is made by the society and by
its historical push and shove [p. 6]

Individuals exist in

a social

context which consists of

individual actions taken together over time.

Social

patterns carry the weight of history, though individuals
and their activities affect the shape or the nature of
this framework.

contributes to

The individuality of the women, then,
a

pattern at the same time that it

differentiates between lives.
As women participated in the social experience
of school (e.g.,

facing difficult teachers, school

work and tension among peers)

,

the effects of this

experience on their lives translated somewhat differently.
Some women reported that they dreaded school, others
that they suffered from being teased or left out, while

still others liked school, and felt that they were

interested in many of their subjects.

Some patterns

which were learned in school, however, were, as other
chapters have indicated, repeated in many of the women's
lives in different forms.

The importance of boys,

for

example, was noted; women recalled that boys were both

:

.
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a source of fear and a source of attention.

One woman

discussed the importance of boys in terms of her inability to get attention from them and the resentment that

ensued

They were the ones who, whose opinion everybody
elses was determined by.
I never consciously
thought of it that way but I guess I did [envy
them] and I really had a deep-seated resentment
against them, I guess. So much of myself was
determined by what they thought and I didn't
have all these things to measure up to what they
were supposed to require, namely a sensuous body
from the time I was twelve (#309)
1

The important role that boys played in this woman's

elementary school memories was discussed in terms of
her feelings that she was unable to live up to certain
standards, and that in retrospect, she recalled feeling

resentment.

The importance of boys was portrayed by

another woman in terms of how interesting and exciting
their lives were:

You know I always thought we were much more
interested in them than they were in us.
I mean
That they had so many things to do
but
sexually
sort
of
them
I was attracted to
also because their lives were so much more
interesting and I'd much rather be out
roaming around with them then sitting at home.
.

.
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^ kind of felt that they didn't
really need
us and that when they would ask us to do something with them it was kind of like they were
lowering themselves to include the girls (#103)

She did not find in boys a source of fear as the woman

cited previously did.
No matter how it was expressed, however, boys

were seen to be more important than girls.

As one

woman said, women's liberation brought home to her
how much more valued boys were than girls (#322)

No

ma "tter what form it took in their individual lives,
then, and the form was sometimes different, the feeling

that boys were more important or valuable than girls

was expressed by many.

And if boys were more important

than girls, as many women recounted feeling, then

somehow girls were less valued than boys.

Though

individuals related these concerns in many varied
forms, that such diverse women pointed to these issues

emphasizes their strength.
This study of women's perceptions of their

elementary school experiences is an exploratory one

which has touched on many different aspects of
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schooling as recalled by adult women ten or more years
^ a ^er

.

This study has in the preceding chapters

described different aspects of women's perceptions of

elementary school; it has, in other words, portrayed
some aspects of elementary school which remained in the

memories of forty women.

The memories which women recounted were not in
the forefront of their thoughts

.

Many women reported

that they had not thought of elementary school in

recent years.

Interviews often began, in fact, with

an interviewee apologizing for how little she was going

to remember.

In spite of the apologies,

however, and

in spite of the intervening years, women remembered

countless details about their experiences.

They

remembered how their teachers looked, what they wore,
what their names were, how their hair was styled; they

remembered incidents with friends, and dresses they
wore, and pranks they pulled, and the fearful and

lonely experiences they encountered.
in all,

a

They remembered,

surprising amount of their early lives, and

.
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they tended to remember events and people as they

appeared when they were children.
had not really accumulated

So,

while

a

teacher

ninety" years while teaching,

she was described as if she had because she appeared
to be old to the woman when she was a child.

It was

as if the teacher had not changed over the years.

The

true age of the teacher became relatively unimportant

because it was never known and was not a part of the
woman

'

s

memory
As an exploratory study, one of the main purposes

of this research is to gather data on women so that ideas

which are suggested here may be tested and studied more
specifically by others.

Hypotheses are suggested so

that they may be examined against other data.

purpose of this chapter, then,

is

The

to suggest some of

those hypotheses for further research.

Before offering

ideas for future exploration, before discussing rela-

tionships between the experiences that women recounted,
it is necessary to first sum up women's perceptions of

elementary school.

.
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Recounting Women's Perceptions
As women recounted the time they spent in elemen-

tary school classrooms, the teacher was described as
figure of enormous importance in their lives.

a

The amount

of power which the teacher wielded was great enough that
its use determined,

in general,

evaluated by the child.

how the year would be

The teacher who used her power

fairly and creatively made the year
child.

a

good one for the

The unfair and insensitive teacher, however,

could account for a child's misery for that year no

matter how many friends one had.
as Jackson has suggested,

A teacher could

indeed,

account for the quality of one's

childhood
In addition to her importance, women portrayed

their teachers in terms of socially stereotyped sexroles.

The women were discussed in terms of their

appearance, their supportiveness and their marriage
status.

Teachers who did not fit the stereotyped image

of the "typical" woman were made into exceptions if

they were good teachers, or dismissed accordingly if
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they were considered bad teachers.
a

A woman teacher had

better chance of being appreciated by her class if

she were pretty than if she were not.

The men were

also seen in terms of stereotyped social values.

They

were seen as more valuable than the women, exciting to
have as teachers, and pursued in the childhood fantasies
of many.

Women recalled looking to their teachers to

fulfill the traits of their sex roles.

Women recalled that their relationships with
their peers also constituted an important part of
their memories of elementary school.

Other children

accounted for what was seen as both happy and unhappy
memories of childhood.

One's friends, and the kinds

of activities generated after school could offset,

sometimes, a particularly boring or unhappy day at
school.

Friends, and activities with them, simply

accounted for an important part of one's time.

Other

children were also seen as cruel at times and could

heighten

a

girl's feeling of self-consciousness,

loneliness and self-questioning.

In addition to the

.
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everyday discomforts that others sometimes caused, popularity contests and the struggle to be "liked" by the
boys caused additional rifts between girls.
Part of the impact that teachers and peers (and
family) had on the lives of these women, they recalled,

was to create an "image" which represented appropriate

behavior for girls and up to which girls were supposed
to hold their own behavior.

Women described their

inability to live up to this standard because it demanded

behaviors or qualities that many of them felt they were
unable to exhibit.

The tomboy expressed the narrowness

and limitations of this image; the range of behaviors

which were described as tomboyish were so broad as to
constitute behavior that ranged from riding bikes to
fighting with boys.

Almost everything was tomboyish

behavior
One of the major difficulties that women recalled

having with this image was that their inability to live
up to it created feelings of inadequacy.

Some women

recounted times, in fact, where they felt unhappy because

3
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they did not seem to be able to act "appropriately"

especially in the eyes of their teachers.

And their

inappropriate" behavior caused them to worry about
the kind of girl they were.

Would they grow up to be

what girls were supposed to grow up to be?

Their

feelings of inadequacy were heightened by the very
kind of behavior which they felt they were supposed
to emulate.

The image of a proper girl made being a

girl less worthwhile.

It was a confining role,

and

its activities were inherently less exciting.

The kinds of feelings that women described

having as elementary schoolgirls illustrated a sort
of web of power relations in which they were caught.

Not only were they part of an institution which in its
nature created

a

kind of passive structure (in terms

of its social, not its academic behavior --children
)

were constantly waiting to be chosen--but as girls
they were expected to behave in less initiating roles
(to exhibit more passive kinds of behaviors)

than boys.

And insofar as their relations with boys were concerned.

.
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women recalled their desire to "be chosen" by them.
Their descriptions indicated the lack of power they
felt

The ways in which women described their elementary
school experiences depended, partially, on how they

perceived or conceptualized their own lives.

Some women

perceived their elementary school experiences as events
and feelings which they related somewhat chronologically
or thematically.

Others, who had a more articulated and

cohesive ideology which influenced their thinking,

presented their elementary school experiences as part
of a whole picture.

They discussed, in other words, the

events of their childhood in terms of how they had con-

tributed to their development as women or as psychological
beings.

These women tended to draw conclusions from their

experiences.

Perhaps the strongest ideological view

represented by women interviewed for this study was
women's liberation.

Women who had been influenced by

or participated in the women's movement articulated more

clearly the ways in which their elementary schooling
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experiences had contributed to their development in the
feminine role.
however,

Others who were not in the movement,

contributed incidents which also corroborated

this view.

These were the main themes of this study as they
were presented in the preceding three chapters.
were,

in general,

or theoretical.

They

descriptive, rather than hypothetical

These descriptions do, however, suggest

certain relationships that might be drawn between different aspects of the experiences which women described.

One of these relationships, that which formed one of the

basic purposes of this study--to examine the relationship

between

a

woman's perceptions of elementary school and

her lif e-experiences~-will be the first concern of this

chapter.

Relationships between different aspects of

what the women described of elementary school will then

be discussed.
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encp«

The number of experiences in a woman's life is
large.

Few of these were reported in the length of

the two-hour interview, the approximate time which each

visit with a woman lasted.
the respondent and
of her life.

I

During this two-hour period,

talked about many different aspects

About thirty to forty-five minutes was

usually spent discussing elementary school, and this
part of the interview was taped.

I

had planned to use

the other time to collect data about a woman's life-

experiences which
interview.

I

would write down at the end of each

It was impossible, however,

to learn more

than a few highlights of a woman's life, and this bare

outline was not significant enough to sustain hypothesizing or theorizing about the relationship between

elementary school and

a

woman's life-experiences.

A

few examples will indicate how bare the outline was.
In the interview with Becky (#318),

for example,

L

learned that her father had been in the air force and

that she had rarely seen him.

Her parents divorced
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when she was eight, and her father subsequently died
three years later.

Becky had two older sisters and

younger brother.

She had an especially difficult

a

time in school because she was "extremely" talkative
and did not "fit," she explained, into the image of a

proper southern girl.
of her difference.

She feels she suffered because

At sixteen she got pregnant and

was married; that was an unhappy situation for her
and she was divorced from her husband several years
later.

She worked as a secretary in spite of her love

for and talent in music in order to support her

daughter.

She later married a lawyer who did not

symbolize to her the stereotyped image of

a man,

and

she has now gone back to college to study music.

She

partially attributes her improved self-image to the
women's liberation movement.

Except for feelings

regarding the incidents she mentioned, these were the

experiences about Becky's life that were recorded.
It is a sketchy picture at best, and while it may

represent the important features or the highlights of
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Becky's growth, there is inadequate information to

hypothesize about the relationship between her elementary school experiences and the quality of her life.

About Polly (#102)

a

good deal more information

was known, as this respondent had been a friend for ten
years.

Polly came from

a

family of seven children. Her

mother had committed suicide when Polly was only

a

years old, and her father had subsequently married

woman with two children.
farm, was raised a Quaker,

few
a

Polly had always lived on a
and was part of a family that

was intimately involved with the Meeting in their area.

Through elementary school and high school she had never
felt very confident about herself academically, and had,
in fact,

never received high marks.

To her this was

important and affected her study habits and the goals

which she set for herself in college.

She "fell in love"

with a young man the first week she arrived at college,
maintained

a

relationship with him all during those

years, marrying him several months after graduation.

year later she became pregnant and they had their

A

.

first child.
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It was right after the birth of her first

child that she became involved in the women's liberation

movement, and for the first time in her life developed
some career aspirations of her own.

She returned to

school and is at present studying to be a midwife.

Though

I

know more details about the way Polly forms

friendships, structures her life, carries out her

relationship with her husband, and behaves from day to
day, not enough material was systematically collected

about her life-experiences to warrant the generation
of hypotheses about these and her elementary school

experiences
Information about highlights of

a

woman's life

is an inadequate basis on which to formulate hypotheses

relating elementary school with life-experiences.

In

this sense then, the research collected for this study

was inadequate for one of the original purposes of the
study.

It was not possible to formulate theories

relating the life-experiences of

a

woman to her percep-

tions of her elementary school experiences.

.
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Several realizations about the nature of

a

woman's

perceptions of her elementary school and her perceptions
of her life-experiences can be discussed, however, as

certain limited data was collected.

First it can be

said that women perceived their elementary school exper-

iences similarly to how they examined their lives as a
whole.

That

is to say,

the perspectives which influenced

how they looked at their elementary school years also

influenced how they looked at other periods in their
lives, or indeed, at their lives in general.

Women who

were introspective tended to reflect that quality as
they talked about elementary school and their present
feelings.

Women who were influenced by the ideology of

the women's liberation movement consistently indicated

their way of examining things regarding elementary
school as well as other experiences.

The perspectives

which influenced their interpretations of their elementary
school experiences, then, also influenced the way they

interpreted other aspects of their lives, both past and
present
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Sandra (#105) reported at the end of the inter-

view that she was not particularly involved in the
women's liberation movement.

Her perceptions of her

elementary school experiences reflected this statement.
She rarely discussed herself as a "little girl," and

though she described herself as

a

tomboy, her summary

statements reflected more of what it was like to be

a

child in elementary school than what it was like to be
a girl.
a

She reported that she rarely thought about being

girl "one way or another."

When she recalled that

she had felt left out when everyone else took the dancing

lessons on Thursday afternoons in fifth grade which she
had refused to take, her description did not particularly
focus on the fact that she was a girl:

Sometimes, like on Thursday afternoon,
everyone was going to dancing school and
I didn't want to go but all of a sudden
I was left all by myself and I had no one
I just never,
to do anything with
people
while
After
a
go.
wanted
to
never
started to drop out and people didn't like
They thought it was a big waste
it anymore.
I could say I told you so but in
of time.
the beginning it was really tough saying no.

....
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This perspective, one not particularly influenced
by
the ideas of the women's liberation movement, was

reflected in her discussion of her attitude toward
herself as a woman:
In my life now

I don't feel any pressures of
being a woman. I sort of feel that anything
I really want to do I can do.
Maybe I'm too
se lf “confident but I really feel that anything
I want to do I can do if I really put my mind
to it ...
I haven't had to look for a job
-- that's really important.
yet
Everything that
I have done, I don't feel like people push me
into one area or another.
I really feel like
I have made my own decision.
.

Sandra's perspective seems to be consistently reflected
in her analysis of both her past and present life.

For women who were influenced by the philosophy
of the women's liberation movement a constancy of view

was similarly reflected.

Paula

(#303)

described many

experiences in elementary school and drew conclusions
relating to the female role from these descriptions.
She described her conflicting views of "Connie," the

model girl.

On the one hand she wanted to be like Connie,

but on the other she was too active a person to be so
confined.

She was "angry" because the boys had so much
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more freedom to play than she did.

She was a tomboy

and felt that her early sexual development would "ruin"

her life.

"Did it mean

I

could never go swimming?"

Did it mean that she would no longer be able to be as
tomboyish as she would like?

The kind of framework in

which Paula viewed her elementary school was the same
one from which she examined her life now:

You know we weren't born just to iron shirts
and darn socks, put the food on the table and
clean the house. There are other things that
are important for an individual to do
It's
wrong to deny yourself your own existence ....
When I got to be about twenty-one or twenty- two,
I used to say that I was going to get married
when I was twenty-two. That was when I was going
to get married.
Then when I got to be twenty-two
I said, well I'll give myself till twenty-five.
If at twenty-five I wasn't married then it was
all over. And then when I got to be twenty-five
[About being] single I think
(laugh)
in the last few years that has become a lot more
legitimate because of the women's movement. You
don't have to be married to be a legitimate
member of our society.
.

—

....

Paula drew conclusions about elementary school that were
consistent with her philosophy.
can be made, then,

is

One generalization that

that a woman's perceptions of her

elementary school experiences and

a

woman

s

perceptions

3
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of her life-experiences were consistent with her perspec-

tives regarding the political, moral or psychological

values she held.

Though this point may appear to be too obvious
to merit mention in this study,

important concept:

it does reflect an

the continuity of a person's life.

Observations made about

a

woman and statements which

respondents make about their lives reflect

a

consistency

which indicates that reliable information can be gathered
about a person's past from interviews.

This information

may not necessarily represent the truth of an event, but
it can be seen to be reliable as to what the woman

actually perceives.

Contradictions which emerge in an

interview can often be ferreted out and examined in the
context of the interview as a whole.
A discussion of the relationship between a woman's

perceptions of her elementary school experiences and her
life-experiences seems to call for some kind of evaluation
of elementary school in terms of the role it played in

one's life.

It is a time to call for a certain accounting.

ft

:

.

.
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In the interview itself, most of the informants were

asked to evaluate their elementary school years in terms
of its meaning as an experience in their lives.

Some

women, with no prompting, related their perceptions of
the effect of their experiences in elementary school
on their lives

....

The elementary grades were lonely
I
think I am much more sensitive because of that
[time]
I really do.
I think that because I
was in the background so much and because I was
seeing so much that I have been able to be more
sensitive now (#323)
.

Every kid in my class sat with their hands folded,
at their desk and said yes to the teacher ....
That's where I learned like to really follow the
rules almost to the point of it being a negative
thing (#105)
The effects that elementary school were perceived to

have on the lives of these women is apparent.

One

woman felt that what she had experienced in elementary
school had caused her to become
to the needs of others.

a

more sensitive person

The other felt that elementary

school was where she had learned to follow rules and to
be obedient.

These women made connections as to the

.
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relationship between elementary school and other lifeexperiences

.

Other women did not make such clear connections

between their experiences in elementary school and later.
But when they discussed the quality of the time they

spent in elementary school, they indicated

a

part of

the role that elementary school had played in their lives.

This was not true of women who offered only brief statements as to the quality of their schooling.

Answers

which reported that time as simply, "pretty awful,
disaster," "a lonely time," "mainly happy," "not

"

"a

a

pleasant experience," were not descriptive enough to
even suggest what role elementary school had played in
terms of their life-experiences.

This is not to say

that these phrases were not accurate; rather, they simply
did not relate enough information to indicate how these

women perceived the effect these years had on their
lives

Other descriptions however, were detailed enough
and described their elementary school experiences in

.
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enough depth to indicate its effects on the
course of
their lives:

don't think I ever thought about liking it
or disliking it.
Ever since elementary school
it was just getting the grades.
You did a
report, made a pretty cover (#105)
I

think it was fairly happy. Oh, I can't
remember how happy it was, but it wasn't
a dreadful experience at all, mainly because
you get conditioned when you're so young,
so that you don't know any different (#204)
I

When I think about it I just think about the
whole incredible rigidity of it and how it
was just so stifling.
I really think it is
so stifling.
You are afraid to talk, I think
I remember now, thinking about it, being
interested in art kinds of things and really
being afraid that I wasn't going to do it
good (#202)
.

wouldn't say it was a negative experience.
And I really don't know how positive it was.
I mean, I obviously learned how to read in
school and I obviously learned how to write
and do all those things. And I don't remember
dreading going to school. So I guess, well,
it wasn't negative, but I don't know how
positive it was. I mean it accomplished its
goals of teaching me how to read and write, do
arithmetic and stuff like that. And I don't
remember really hating it. But I can remember
the classroom— we were pretty much sitting at
our desks doing an assignment, but that s pretty
much what I expected out of school, that's
what I thought school was supposed to be like.
I

'

.

.
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And so I just accepted it, whatever happened
in school all the way along:
"well, this is
supposed to be what it's like" (# 206 ).
I wouldn't say it was neutral.
I would say
it was on the end of being happy.
I didn't
feel it then, I didn't feel I was tremendously

happy, tra-la-la, but I learned a lot of
socialization and I had a lot of good experiences
[S:
What do you mean you learned a lot about
socialization?] Well, what I learned was how
to manipulate people; I started learning then
I began feeling an indication of a
sense of power that a woman can have (# 207
•

•

*

•

)

wasn't the kind of kid who got sick because
had to go to school.
It was something that
I did.
Sometimes it was good and sometimes it
was bad, but mostly it was just kind of there
I

I

(# 317

)

As these women analyzed their elementary school experiences they did not refer directly to its effect on

their development as women.

But the way in which that

period of time in their lives is described, however,
suggests certain relationships which these women

perceived between their elementary school and their
life-experiences.

What were these relationships?

The

first woman discussed the notion of the "pretty cover"

which,

in the end, was more important than the material

—
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between the colored paper.

Many women spoke of the

pleasure and the importance of doing these covers for
reports, commenting on how unimportant the contents

were in contrast to the outer pages

.

The pretty report

cover, which women reported as an activity for girls

rather than boys, symbolized schoolwork for these women
an unthinking activity.

The academic aspects of schooling were discussed

by several of the women cited above.

Elementary school

was seen as a point in their lives where they adjusted
to the nature of school.

They were "conditioned," as

one woman put it, to accept whatever happened.

Or,

they began to be afraid that they would not perform

adequately in their work whether it was art work to
which they looked forward, or the regular schoolwork
that was expected of them.

The similarity of these

perceptions of elementary school to Dreeben

'

of the school as a norm-building institution

be seen.

analysis

s

(

1068

The rigidity and the demanding classroom

)

can

:

.
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discipline many women recalled experiencing created

a

foundation for what was to he expected of school.
Lessons which were learned in the school's social

arena also received comment.

The power over others that

one woman felt she possessed referred not to the teacher's,

whose power was perhaps seen as irrevocable, but rather
towards the boys in the class, those with whom she would

eventually have to contend in one way or another.
power,

Her

she felt, was revealed in "crushes" boys had on

her

Two boys at once had a crush on me ...
They would go through these routines together
but against each other, you know, that kind of
thing and I began to realize that I could wrap
them around my little finger and so therefore
I could get them to give me things and stuff
like that so in that sense I began learning
those kinds of things which you just increase
when you go on into high school (#207)
.

This woman described her developing attitude in elementary

school regarding the nature of romantic activity between
the sexes.

Though she does not address the question of

what happens to

a

girl's power if no one has a crush on
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her,

she does indicate her awareness of the power, as

she calls it,

"to manipulate."

The difficulty of pinpointing the exact rela-

tionship between elementary school and one's lifeexperiences beyond a possible description of those

earlier years as a foundation for future actions and

behaviors is revealed here.

Unless one has also collected

information at the same depth about junior and senior

high schools, it is impossible to discuss the interplay
of the different schooling experiences.

It is not as

if one leaves elementary school to participate in a number

of varied and divergent activities that constitute one's

life-experiences.

Rather, one endures more schooling

which amplifies and builds on what one learned in elementary school and consequently is intertwined with that

primary experience.

One woman for example (#201) discussed

what she called her "laziness" in her schoolwork.

If a

teacher stimulated her, or provided work which she was

interested in, she would work hard at it and be able to
concentrate.

But if the work was required, but the
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teacher was neither demanding nor interesting, she was

usually not able to discipline herself enough to continue to work on her own.

revealed little effort.

Her studies, consequently,

When her sixth grade teacher

supervised a year of boredom and an overly "casual"

approach to learning, she relaxed also and was unable
at the end of the year to pass the exams for the "SP"

classes

(in New York City)

To understand the effect

.

the year in sixth grade had, it would be necessary to

trace the woman's development through high school.

It

would be too great a project for our study.
Relationships between parts of our lives are
indeed complex, and popular explanations for our

motivations phrased in Freudian-oriented language have

been criticized accordingly.

It would be easy enough

to point to facile relationships between a woman's

perceptions of her elementary school experiences and
her life-experiences based on the kind of data collected
in this study.

But these relationships would not carry

the weight of experience.

The suggestions which the
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women themselves have made, however, as to the effect
of elementary school on their own development, can

certainly stand as insights into their behavior.

Generating An Hypothesis
The preceding discussion centered around the

question of the relationship between a woman's perceptions of her elementary school experiences and her

life-experiences.

Although this study purported to

examine the relationship between these aspects of

women's lives, insufficient data was collected to

hypothesize about the nature of this particular relationship.

Between different aspects of elementary

school as a social experience, however, relationships

existed which suggest an hypothesis regarding women's

perceptions of the role of the school in the development
of the female character.

This study hypothesizes that

women perceived elementary school as an institution
which pressured them into

a

way of behaving that did

not permit or allow them to be, as they described it.
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who they "really were."

They portrayed their schooling

as a process which called for or expected certain

behaviors and attitudes from them which were in accordance

with what was expected of women in society but were not
in accordance with either their potential or with what

constituted their repertoire of behaviors.
of schooling,

The process

in other words, was seen to close off

rather than to open up areas of personal development.

Though what they "really were" was not clearly depicted
in their descriptions,

that they did not see themselves

as naturally confined,

inactive or appearance-centered

was apparent.

That these women viewed their development as
socially constructed was expressed not only directly,

but also was revealed through their discussions of three
aspects of their behavior as girls in elementary school:
(

1)

their constant and continuous holding up of the self

to a standard;

(2)

the pressure that they perceived to

conform to certain behavior patterns and the consequent

difficulty of being "different" and accepted; and
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(3)

the freedom which boys were seen to possess and

which girls could attain (only to
tomboyish behavior.
then,

is that

a degree)

through

The core of this hypothesis,

women perceived being pressured, during

their elementary school years, to behave in certain

ways which limited and confined their sense of self.
The image that reflected this view of behavior
can be represented by a kind of cocoon.

The girl enters

the school with certain ways of behaving that,

though

naturally less mature than those which one exhibits six
years later, are seen to be free and expressive of one's

The school represents the cocoon and it builds

self.

up layers of pressures and expectations for behaviors.

When the girl emerges at the end of sixth grade she
no longer as free as when she entered.

begin

a

is

She is ready to

new aspect of her development as part of the

female sex.

As one woman mused,

"I

also had the feeling

that things were going to change after sixth grade--that
it was kind of the end of an era

had been

a

(#103)

."

This woman

tomboy all through elementary school, and
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her percept ion was accurate,

high school,

for example,

an obsession.

for when she ent ered junior

clothes suddenly became "almost

It was at this time that she came to the

realization that:
only had two dresses, my girl scout uniform,
and this one other dress. And I said to myself,
"Gosh, I must have been wearing these for a
couple of years or something," because I couldn't
ever remember buying clothes.
It just wasn't at
all important.
I

When she emerged from sixth grade, it had become important

.

The feeling that one was unable to express one's
self freely was summed up by one woman as she discussed
the quality of her elementary school education.

It had

not been an unhappy time for her, nor an outrageously
She did have one overriding impression:

happy one.

was learning in school and I was getting
love at home, but neither one was feeding
one another or allowing me to be who I was.
They were working together in almost a
I'm not paranoid, but
conspiracy, you know.
it seemed that way--that I couldn't be me
I really got that strong impression
that to be accepted by the class and by the
teachers and this sort of thing, I had to
I

.

.

.

.

.
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fit their
do what they wanted and pretend
that [it] was easy and [that it was] the way I
was, rather than being who I was (# 310
.

.

.

)

She felt that in order to be accepted by others it was

necessary for her to subdue her own inclinations, and
to perform,

so to speak,

in accordance with standards

which were created by others, and in which she had no
part in creating.

This woman had not been involved in

the women's liberation movement, and her analysis

seemed to arise from some spontaneous search, during
the interview itself, to discover the meaning of her

feelings.

Both the teacher and peers were seen as

participating in the creation of these pressures to
subdue her own behavior.

Another woman discussed the feelings of inappropriateness she felt when she expressed behaviors which
were not in line with expectations:

All the way through elementary school
you were the receptacle for whatever they
gave you. Every report card, every six
weeks from first to sixth grade said,
"Becky will not stay in her seat and she
will not stop talking." ... I didn't
behave quietly and sweetly like little
.

.

.

.

.
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girls are supposed to.
I didn't fit into
anybody's idea of what little girls are
supposed to be ...
So I really
suffered a severe conflict between what I
wanted to do what was really me and what
I felt I should do (# 318
.

—

)

Becky used the same words as the woman whose comment
was cited previously.

She felt unable to express the

behavior which she described represented "what was
really me."

Her talkativeness and the probably

aggressive and active curiosity it expressed did not
coincide with the "school's" image of proper behavior
for a girl.

In Becky's description,

one gets the sense

that she felt her talkativeness and her activity were

more expressive of what she really felt than "what
felt

I

I

should do."

Another woman, Polly, who described herself as
an active child who had difficulty sitting still in

class for long periods of time, also felt that girls

were not allowed to be themselves; boys on the other
hand were:
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think what I feel is that boys are allowed
to be themselves and girls aren't. And that's
really at the heart of the situation. Because
being very aggressive at that age and not
wanting to sit still in the classroom isn't
a matter of being immature, it's a matter of
I

being normal (#102)

.

Polly felt that her own behavior represented the natural
energy which all children have and which is repressed in
girls but allowed to develop in boys.
It might be asked,

at this point, whether a woman

could point to her "real self" as

a

disruptive and

rebellious student and criticize the school for influ-

encing her behavior.

Would she, in other words, recall

her classroom situation from the point of view of the

student rather than seeing her own behavior in the context
of a pupil- filled classroom?

A woman could certainly

exhibit this viewpoint, especially since this paper is

written from the perspective of women as pupils in the
classroom.

A "whole" picture of the interactional nature

of the classroom would need to include the perspective
of other participants.

One indication of the measure

of a woman's summation of her behavior, however, would
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be the descriptions which she provided to substantiate
her analysis.

Peggy, a woman who called herself a

"hell raiser," for example (#313), documented that

analysis with descriptions of

number of fights, a

a

pattern of behavior of picking on other children as
a

defense mechanism, and

a

"screaming and shouting"

attitude toward many other people with whom she came
into contact.

The descriptions of their behavior

provided by Becky, Polly and Peggy,

indicate behavior

which, while it was not passive, did not appear to be

excessively disruptive.

As most women described what

they meant by "active" behavior, it seemed to refer to

moving one's body frequently or participating in
athletic activities or games:
a lot.

I

"I

loved athletic things.

baseball and

I

liked to be outdoors
And,

liked to play

liked to run around and you know just

be really active and be that way
put it similarly:

"I was

never

(#307)
a

."

Another woman

kid who sat still in

class, always had a lot of energy and
(#102)

I

I

loved recess

The descriptions with which women defined the

.
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nature of their activity did not indicate

a

rationalization

of excessively disruptive behaviors under the guise of

being "free."
Substantiation of this hypothesis that women perceived their elementary school years as ones which

repressed rather than developed their potential, can be
found not only in the direct comment itself, but also,
as was stated,

through the respondents' discussion of

three areas of their social experience in elementary
school.

Those perceptions which contribute to the

hypothesis that girls were not permitted to be free
concerned the nature of their own behavior in elementary
school
The first aspect of their reported experiences

which indicated their perception of an outward control
on their development as girls, came in their discussion
of the image which they were supposed to emulate.

Descriptions of their feelings at that time indicate
that- they continually held themselves up to a standard

of behavior.

This standard of behavior represented

.

.
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the image which was discussed in some detail in Chapter
V.

It was described by several women as the "sweet

little girl":

....
....

Teachers always liked me
I was a good
student and I guess I was a sweet girl. I was
often the teacher's pet
I think I
wasn't aggressive.
"A sweet little girl" as
they were always saying (#314)
I was always the sweet little girl and the
teacher's pet and later on I just couldn't
cut that anymore (#310)

This image was represented as presenting the picture
of a girl who is helpful, contained, and more still

The standard was not, as one woman said,

than active.
"real":
me:

"O yes

smile,

all of that

[I

was

a]

model kid.

Everybody liked

sweetness and joy and light and you know,
.

.

.

and it just wasn't real (#310)

."

No matter what aspect of a girl's image this standard

represented, it was constantly present; whether women

were holding up their looks, their behavior, their
degree of femininity, their talkativeness or their

degree of academic success, that standard never

disappeared.

In terms of their behavior,

for example.

:

.

.

.
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women reported their concern over proper or appropriate
behavior
was very concerned about not getting into
trouble (#202)
I

.

I

I

[I

think they probably liked me just because
didn't give them any trouble (#209)
was

a

good kid because]

I

was scared (#304)

...»

I was scared
It is that sinking feeling
of like are you going to be able to make it or
aren't you and it became fear. I was the type,
I wouldn't ... I was just scared.
I am not
sure of what.
I mean I tried to be good
.

.

.

(#322)

They possessed a continual awareness of what the expected
dimensions of their behavior were; the standards existed

whether or not women had difficulty meeting them.

Women discussed other aspects of this image and
the major role it played in their lives.

messy and "sloppy,

"

as Polly was

(#102)

,

When they were
they knew,

especially after chiding by the teacher, that they had

behaved inappropriately.

When they were quiet and did

"not go against the norm" they knew they behaved "as

they were supposed to (#309)

.

"

Some women reported that
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they knew "girls shouldn't be running around the play-

ground" and they should "be nice

(# 105 )."

it was

accepted for girls to play jump rope and hopscotch.
In terms of their looks,

the teachers did not

play as important a part (unless the teacher were
man)

a

in establishing the norm as boys, who helped to

keep the standard present at all times.

As Chapter V

documented, women perceived that boys appreciated girls

who were pretty.

As a girl's identity owed

a

partial

allegiance to whether or not she was liked by boys,

a

standard of appearance which women did or did not meet,

maintained

a

central presence in their lives.

Since the standard which each woman recalled

picturing as

a

girl was usually at odds with her

existing behavior or looks or manner of dress, it was

necessary to change that behavior (or looks) if one
were to meet the standard and therefore be liked and
accepted.

Since this standard did not represent their

own behavior, they seemed to feel that they had to

choose between being themselves and being liked
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and accepted.

Becky,

for example, was pleased with a

compliment she received from

a

boy in seventh grade

who told her that she had improved her behavior and
was now able to be more a part of the group because
she had stopped talking so much.

In sixth grade, this

same boy had told her that one of the reasons that she

had a hard time getting boys to like her was that she
talked too much.

In her view,

image of what was expected.

she did not fit the

When she came closer to

that image, or standard, she was then liked.

For a

child who had experienced loneliness and the resulting
lack of self-confidence,

was vitally important.

this acceptance into a group
It is not difficult to see,

then, how the existence of the standard contributed to
a

feeling that girls were not encouraged to be themselves.
A second aspect of women's perceptions of their

social concerns in elementary school, was that many did
not feel they could be different and still be liked.

Women who were Jewish, for example, in schools which
served

a

mainly Christian population, felt that their

s
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looks would never be appreciated because they were not

"Aryan" enough (#

'

305 and 321).

In the highly social

atmosphere of Darien, Connecticut, for example, certain
ways of behaving were acceptable, and others were not.
A woman described an unfortunate incident that happened
to her best friend:
I had a very, very close friend.
We were born
on the same day and she went to school with me
and she ended up having a nervous breakdown in
high school just because of the social pressures
and some of the problems at home. And the
children were very cruel. She had a birthday
party and this was fifth or sixth grade and she
invited all the popular girls and the not so
popular girls to the party and they all accepted,
but they had never been to her home and her
mother was very intellectual and was always
reading or studying and now she has her Ph.D. in
sociology but this was her life, her children
and her books and her work. She neglected to
take care of the house so when you entered, it
was a pigpen. And literally things on the floor,
dishes from weeks, but Mary was wonderful person
and you accepted Mary for what she was and would
overlook these things.

Well, the children accepted to go to the
birthday party and then when they arrived and
saw what the house looked like and stayed for
a while some of the girls made pretenses of
being sick and wanting to go home. And you
can imagine what it would do at this age, a
very impressionable age, at sixth grade

....

.

.
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think as a result thereafter she was never
liked by any of the people. Everyone labeled
her as weird or strange. And Mary was very
smart because of her family and she had a
tendency to be different. Probably no different than other people, but to certain people
in Darien, if you didn't think a certain way or
do things that were acceptable, then you were
labeled as being strange (#316)
I

The rigidity of the requirements for social acceptance
into Darien's in-group" was impressive.

Those who were

different were not accepted.
The fear of being different and the desire to
be accepted, or the awareness that one was different

and consequently not accepted produced a pressure to
conform.

Many women commented on this pressure.

woman recalled her desire to have

a shoe

One

wardrobe like

other girls she knew:

Do you remember Pappagalo's? They [other girls
she knew] would have twenty pairs of flats and
I remember one of my friend's mother made her
buy different colored ones and I was jealous
because I didn't have any. I felt my clothes
weren't quite as nice .... I tried to make
my things look like everyone else's (#325)
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While some of this pressure might have come from home,
the arena in which the pressure was felt was at school

where most of one's time was spent.
The pressure to conform to the standards of the

group was felt to be irresitible by some of the women
who discussed their elementary school experiences:
There was so much pressure to do what the other
girls were doing
There was no deviation
or else you were just excluded from everything
and laughed at and not only the boys but like
the girls would.
Certain leaders of the girls
group would say, "We have to do thus and such"
and one thing they said was, "We want to wear
blue jeans to school, " which was before the time
when kids were wearing blue jeans, you know, and
my mother didn't approve of blue jeans. She
thought I should wear dresses and so there was
this battle between me and my mother because I
said, "The group says I have to wear blue jeans"
But the point was that I didn't feel that
I mean
I was able to go against the group.
whatever the group said DO, I had to do it. And
I remember one day they said, "We're going to wear
bandaids on our nose to school." They were trying
to aggravate the teachers and so forth and all of
us are going to wear a bandaid on our noses and
so I thought I had to wear a bandaid on my nose
The extreme power of the peer group
T was an extreme
determined your whole identity.
of that until
out
break
didn’t
and
I
case of that
I went to college and college was a very liberating
experience for me (#309)

....

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

395

would go along with things to be a part of a
group or to belong, knowing that it was something
wrong (#307)
I

I

had to fit

a

mold, at home and at school

(#310)

Resisting pressure to conform could moan loneliness for
a

child and a feeling of exclusion from others.

One

woman described how every girl in her sixth grade
started wearing bras even though they did not really

need them.

One girl did not however, and she was

perceived as different:
Did you
[S:
Sixth grade was when I got a bra.
need it?]
It was just nothing, the beginning
Immediately everyone had to go
of something.
out and get one of these elastic-type bras, the
undershirt kind. Everyone in sixth grade wore
it except for one girl that needed it and she
didn't wear it (#317)

Whether that one girl "needed" it or not, that she did
not wear a bra merited the somewhat pejorative label
of "needing" one.

The area of sexual or physical development was
one where some women also reported the difficulty being

different.

Except for two women from southern backgrounds

who discussed the importance of being physically developed

"
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in elementary school, women who developed early felt

that they were not accepted because of their early

maturation.

One woman (#303) reported how difficult

it was for her when she started developing.

Not only

did it differentiate her from her brothers and other

boys that she knew, limiting her freedom to participate
in "boy's" sports activities, but she also had to face

the "merciless" teasing of boys in school.

Another

woman who also reported maturing physically earlier
than others,

felt a similar discomfort:

"Fifth grade

is when the social pressure got to be really bad because

by that time

was also physically much more mature than

I

like boobs, and

a lot of kids,

by that (#322)

.

When

I

I

was really freaked out

asked her what she meant more

specifically by "freaked out," she said that she felt
self-conscious and insecure.
"Premature" sexual development was seen as

different, and consequently, women recalled the teasing
that physically developed girls received.

One was
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"supposed" to develop in junior high school not in

elementary school:
remember having a fight with one of my good
friends, my buddies at the time, because I
think she stole a book of mine when I was
working on a report so that she could use it
and one of our secrets was I wouldn't tell
anyone that she had a hair under her arm.
And I told the class. It was very traumatic
for her.
She was in a very embarrassing
situation
it was very bad to be
growing up that way. Even though we all wore
bras at the time, and some of the girls by
that time really needed them. Something so
private as a hair which isn't spoken about,
hairs don't grow until junior high school,
you know, and it was really kept quiet. The
boys used to tease her and that was the end
of our friendship (#315).
I

....

Women remembered that they wished, even in the area of
physical development, which was a natural part of their
lives and out of their control, that they could conform
to an accepted standard.

One woman who menstruated

early covered it up with lies:
I was so proud when
Nobody else had it ...
I went and told all my girlfriends.
I got it,
One of my girlfriends told one of the boys and
they made fun of me. So the next day I went back
and told them it had all been a mistake and that
I had gone to the doctor and it was just a strain.
You know, just a strain from bowel movements or
something (#205)
.

.
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Sharing feelings of pride was not worth the stigma
of
being different or the pain of being teased by either

boys or girls.
The pressure that women felt to conform repressed
the development of individual characteristics.
(#309)

One woman

reported that reading books, or showing any inter-

ests in "intellectual" pursuits for that matter, was not

considered acceptable, and so she stopped reading
seriously until college.

Another woman who felt that

she did not conform enough to the popular tastes and

standards of the time to be accepted retreated from real
social contacts with other friends into the world of

books

.

The difficulty women recalled they had expressing
differences, whether it was in their behaviors, appearance,

physical development, or looks (as was discussed in the
fifth chapter)

,

caused them in part to feel as if their

freedom was fettered.

Whether or not they liked the

social structures (and those who were

a

part of

a

popular

group did not particularly mind them), they wore all
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aware oi its existence.

The unfortunate choice which

women felt that they had to make between being liked
and being different, represented another aspect of

their perception that they were not able to be "who

they really were."
A third aspect of women's development in elementary school which indicates their perception that their

growth was more closely related to social pressures
than to nourishment of their "natural" qualities is

apparent in their recollections that compared to girls,
boys were "free."
their freedom.

Many girls recalled envying the boys

This freedom centered around the expres-

sion of one's self in several different aspects.

First,

as was earlier noted, many women reported that as girls

they envied the boys who dared to "fool around" in class.
Boys dared to release some of their real feelings, they

dared to express some of the energy they possessed.
Girls felt that they were too inhibited, and in the
classroom, admired some of the "wise-guys" who pulled

pranks and teased the teacher.

Many women attributed
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their inhibition to their knowledge that it was inappro-

priate for girls to act as the boys did.

One woman who

recalled that she was aggressive in the classroom,
reported that she was labeled "immature" and made to
repeat the third grade (#102)

Another woman who liked,

.

as an elementary school child,

to participate in the

kind of joke-playing and prank-pulling that the boys
did,

felt that the teacher considered her a troublemaker

and she found herself the only girl sitting in a row of

boys who were considered troublemakers (#103)

.

The

inhibitions that women reported feeling, then, were seen
as an outgrowth of social pressures rather than as part

of their own biological make-up.

Second, many women noted that outside the class-

room they perceived boys had greater freedom to be

active on the playground and to participate in athletic
activities.

As one woman reported, boys wore allowed

to go outside on the playground during the early spring

and girls were not.

In addition,

the clothes that boys

wore to school permitted them greater ease in active
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play than the dresses which school rules ensured
girls
wore.

The fear of falling and finding one’s dress up

over her head was often enough of a worry to halt
the

freedom of movement many girls wanted.

In addition,

while one woman's brothers would be allowed to stay
outside and play basketball or baseball for an entire
afternoon

,

she had to go in early and help with dinner

and the housework.

She saw her freedom curtailed.

in

these women's eyes, then, boys were seen to be free,

were seemingly allowed to express their natural energy.

As one woman said, "boys are allowed to be themselves
and girls aren't (#102)."

Girls could take on some of this freedom for

themselves by being tomboys.

And many of the women

interviewed for this study considered themselves tomboys.
As an earlier chapter noted, what was considered tom-

boyish behavior ranged from bike-riding and playing
"cowboys and indians" to fighting and beating up boys
on the playground.

How short was the distance to freedom

if it were only a bicycle ride away.

Girls who were
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tomboys found

certain amount of freedom.

a

Greater

activity on their part meant that they were free of
some behavioral restrictions.
Part of the energetic and active life of boys

was represented in how boys were drawn in the books

these women read.

One woman reported that she always

identified with boys in adventure stories because the

qualities which were represented in these characters

were ones which she admired:
In terms of the books I read, my favorite books
for really a long time were books about boys.
One book I just loved I had was a boy scout
manual or something and it was filled with
short stories about boy scouts doing brave and
heroic things. And I still will dream about
some of those situations that I imagined myself
in.
And it's just crazy because I didn't think
that I could be like one of those boy scouts,
but those were the qualities I really wanted to

have (#104)

.

Part of the way that this woman recalled participating
in the freedom she identified with boys was by reading

books which concerned adventurous boy heroes and

•10.5

identifying with them.

The ultimate unsatisfactoriness

of this process is self-evident.

The participation in tomboyish activities cost
some women, although not all, a certain price.

price was for some,

a

This

fear of seeming too masculine,

and for others, the worry that they might not grow up
to be "feminine enough."

Activities which were seen as

masculine included athletics, fighting, and exhibiting
aggressiveness with others.

Those who saw themselves

as energetic and athletic found that it was easier to

move outside the limitations of what was considered
proper behavior, than those who described themselves
as not athletically inclined.

One woman who did not

recall performing well in sports activities looked back
on her elementary school years and wondered out loud at

how "compliant" she had been (#202)

.

She did not

perceive any difficulty being the gir] that others

expected her to be.

She know that she exhibited

behavior that was considered to be feminine.

:

40 4

Aspects of coys

activities that women considered

symbols of male freedom were expressions of both their

energy and their inclinations.

The greater confinement

and passivity which girls were supposed to exhibit,

represented inhibitions on the expression of their energy.
Part of the "real me" that many women mentioned, then,

may have referred to

a

greater freedom in terms of

activity and the expression of energy.

hoys did not

have to be as careful as girls did, it was perceived,
and consequently they had greater freedom to be themselves.

Another aspect of freedom that boys had was
represented in their power to make girls afraid.
had greater run of the land than girls did,

Boys

for girls

were often at the mercy of what they perceived at the
time as greater strength on the part of the boys.

One

woman recalled that walking home from fifth grade was
unnerving

There was this boy who started harrassing me
on the way home from school, and that really
made me mad because he had a baseball bat and
he followed me and he threatened to hit me

405

with the baseball bat.

And

I

would run home and

it was a little scary (#307).

Another woman reported that she was frightened on the

playground once because

a

boy (and some of his friends)

held her down on the ground so that he could kiss her
(#201)

.

She felt that she had no control over the

situation.

Both of these women remembered their fear;

at the mercy of these boys they felt powerless them-

selves.
lives,

Boys seemed to have more control over their
some women perceived, than girls had over theirs

The freedom that boys were seen to possess,
then,

represented

a

part of women's feelings that girls

were not allowed to be themselves.

Certainly it must

be said that the word "allowed" is used colloquially,

but it is clear that many pressures to restrict their

sphere of activities were experienced by these women

during their elementary school days, and that these
pressures were strong enough to create the impression
that certain aspects of their behavior were not allowed

s
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1 lie

perception that elementary school

encou.ra.god

the development of certain social ways of being that

limited the development of one'
self,

freedom to be one'

s

engenders certain views of the elementary school

period and its effects on the women.
the circumference of these women'

s

The narrowing of

lives during elemen-

tary school suggests certain consequences for the quality
of their childhood which can be seen to substantiate

sex-typed characteristics associated with females.
The descriptions which women provided of the

standards of behavior to which they compared themselves

highlighted certain qualities which the concern about
popularity also emphasized.

These qualities were

represented in an earlier chapter in the metaphor of
"Miss Smile.

"

She was pretty, had a nice smile and

behaved well in the classroom.

Women described further

that the behavior which they felt was expected of them

demanded a certain "compliancy."

Women also recalled

that as girls they had a desire to be chosen.

In

all, qualities which seemed to have been most important

.
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in their descriptions were looks and compliant behav-

ior

.

It can be suggested that these two qualities

were oriented toward the pleasing of others rather
than the women themselves.

Elementary school may

have been the time, then, when the development of

qualities which nurtured others rather than themselves
was begun.

Compliant behavior in the classroom, for

example, made the teacher's life easier, was oriented

toward pleasing the teacher rather than nurturing the

development of the girl itself.
(1963)

And if, as Spaulding

has suggested, the boys' greater interaction with

the teacher over issues of discipline and behavior

problems encouraged the development of the boy, then
his more self-oriented behavior stands in sharp con-

trast to the girl's.

Self-centered behavior on the

part of the boys did not encourage passive behavior;
the more other-oriented behavior of the girls parallels

the sex-typed quality of nourishing others which is

representative of the female sex (Kagan, 1964)
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The quality of appearance also would seem to be
more

pleasing to others than to the girls themselves.
Being pretty was important because it was considered
an attribute by the boys.
Ofily

Prettiness served girls

in a roundabout fashion.

By pleasing others,

their sense of self was heightened.
"others"

Whether these

represented parents, other girls, boys, or

the teachers, the elementary school years were not

perceived by women to center on the development of

self-nourishing or self-nurturing qualities.
Relationships between different perceptions

women had of their elementary school experiences have
formed the basis for the hypothesis (and its consequence)

suggested in this chapter.

While earlier chapters

described the different aspects of women's perceptions,
in this chapter the relationships between those percep-

tions has been discussed.

It must bo emphasized, however,

that the suggestions made concerning the meaning of the

relationships

is

the result of an exploratory study.
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Certain ideas have been explored in these pages
which

demand further inquiry in their own right.
The size of the sample was one of the aspects

of this study which heightened its exploratory nature.

Fo^ty women is not
^^-3-1

broad enough sample to generate

conclusions about the nature of the findings

suggested here.
sent

a

a

These forty women do, however, repre-

cross section in terms of their economic and

social backgrounds.

Similarities in the perceptions

of women with varying arena of women backgrounds and

beliefs, tend to indicate that

a

commonality exists

in the kinds of pressures and the sort of developmental

role which elementary school played in these women's
lives.

Women who recalled that elementary school was

an unhappy and lonely time for them, women who recalled

that elementary school was a happy and qood time in

their lives, and women who felt

experienced
this,

a

it

was neither extreme,

very different kind of time.

In spite of

however, they identified similar pressures and

expeet at ions which existed.

How they grappled with

.
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these expectations was different, but the common des-

cription of these qualities reached, so to speak,
across state lines.

That women identified the elementary school
years as a time when they perceived the loss of some
of their freedom to express themselves, stands as the

hypothesis of this study.

The freedom which they

recalled in the earlier grades diminished considerably,
they felt, by the time they reached the fifth and sixth
grades.

As they grew older, the distance between

themselves and the image or standard to which they

constantly held themselves, shortened.

And as one

woman said, sixth grade really represented the "end
of an era

CHAPTER VIII
CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS
The choice of a topic for this study as well
as the views which the respondents themselves shared

arc indebted to concerns which presently hold social

prominence.

This research, that is to say, emerges

from the social context of our times.

Two major

aspects of this social context can be identified in
order to illuminate the touchstones for the data

presented here.
The ways in which we educate our children have
come under crossfire in recent years, and the concern
for sex-role stereotyping in the schools is only one

of the counts on which schools have been challenged.

Perhaps many of these criticisms can be garnered under
the umbrella- like charge that schools have not been

responsible to those whose children they educate.
Blacks have insisted that the schools have not been
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held accountable to them in even the most rudimentary
skills; Indians have suggested that the poor quality
of education their children receive has presented a

stereotypic and historically inaccurate view of their
culture; those with concerns for open education have

pointed to the rigidity of programs and the lack of

provision for individual children; child advocates
have argued that special classes have become

a

dumping

ground for the retarded; radical social critics have

described how our schools encourage
and elitist society; and women,

a

class-oriented

finally, have begun

to describe the social pressures girls encounter in

schools to accept

a

limited definition of their potential.

The school has been portrayed, on the whole, as an

institution which is inadequate in terms of its role
in the development of human potential.

This re-

evaluation of our educational system is part of the
social context from which the recent focus on the

education of females has developed.

Another aspect of this context is the women's
liberation movement and the descriptions of social
attitudes toward women which it has engendered.

Aspects of our culture are seen as symbols of the
values which are placed on women in this society.

Women have written about burlesque and striptease shows
where male audiences watch women strip off their clothes,
a

phenomenon seen to epitomize our society's view of

women as sex objects.

They have described the sorts

of jobs which women fill in our society:
is a woman,

the secretary

the housewife is a woman, the domestic

worker is a woman, the telephone operator
a woman,

the nurse is usually

a

woman.

is

usually

That women hold

these jobs tells us, if we are interested, something

about the ways we value women.

"Can you type?" a refrain

often heard by women when they are job-hunting regardless
of individual qualif iactions

,

has been discussed and

analyzed by those who are interested in the quality and
meaning of the lives of women, and men, in this society.
Our culture is debating issues which were rarely mentioned
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fewyears ago

— abortion,

equal pay, women's libera-

tionists, marriage contracts and day care to name only
a

These issues also comprise the atmosphere in

few.

which

a

concern for the education of women has emerged.

Several factors are common to both of these
concerns.

First, groups which have traditionally had

little access to the power structure in this society

have rarely had the means to make their concerns heard.

Recently, the public, or parts of the public, at least,
have indicated

greater interest in these concerns.

a

The rights of oppressed groups is

a

subject which has

been more openly discussed and written about in recent
years.

Whether

greater access to the power structure

a

exists is debatable.
Second, certain groups have begun to articulate
the nature of their oppression as never before.

America

has witnessed a politicization of her youth and of social

groups and classes traditionally excluded from the main-

stream of our society.

experienced by one

1

s

The quality of life as it is

social group has become as or more
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important to some than the status of their own individual
lives.

Different movements for social change have

flourished in recent years.
A third and also cultural factor common to aspects

of the social context from which this study emerged is

that our lives are spent in the confines of institutions

more than ever before.

The quality of these institutions,

therefore, becomes increasingly important.

Schools,

nursing homes, state schools for the retarded, mental
hospitals, medical facilities--these are only

a

few of

the major institutions in our society which have recently

been subjected to scrutiny.

A movement is going on in

this country to examine institutions in terms of the

services they provide.
This research has been influenced by several of
the more controversial issues of our time, the nature
of our educational institutions and the condition of

women in our society.

And whether or not the women who

were interviewed for this study experienced personal
involvement with or were directly influenced by some
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of these issues, they were certainly exposed to them.

Newspapers and television have carried and debated these
issues continuously.

This study has occurred in

a

cul-

ture in which education and the status and nature of

women's role are indeed issues.

In addition,

it is

hoped that this study will make a contribution to an

on-going dialogue concerning those issues.
I

have tried to show both the commonality and

the individuality of women and their experiences in

elementary school.

This study has not focused on the

individual psychological development of the interviewees,

but rather it has examined

a

social experience through

individual accounts of that experience.

The more specific

function of this research has been to throw some light
on elementary school as it is perceived by a cross-section
of American women.

The more general purpose has been to

contribute to our knowledge of the structure of this

society and its members; it is hoped that the research
presented here has a certain relevance to our understanding of social structure and processes.
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have emphasized the individuality of the women

I

who were interviewed because in spite of the oppression
of women as a group, a woman's character is composed
of

many qualities, only some of which reflect that status.
The forty respondents possessed individuality, and their
attitudes
distinct.

,

values and personalities made each interview
Often a woman who exhibited

confidence in certain areas displayed
independence in others.

a

a

lack of self-

kind of spunky

The complexity of human behavior

needs to be portrayed; oversimplifications only prove

inadequate in the end.

This is not to suggest that strong

statements on the nature of women's oppression are not
in order.

On the contrary, mounting evidence points to

an indictment of most social and economic patterns

.

But

one must not ignore the interactional basis of experience.
The commonality of women's perceived experiences
was emphasized because regardless of individual personal

and political views, many women articulated

a

pressure

which spanned individual differences and encouraged
certain kinds of behavior on their part.

In a variety
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of school situations in disparate geographical locations,

women reported similar kinds of experiences in school in
terms of their sex-role development.

The nature of the

pressure which they described to inhibit certain behaviors
requires more detailed examination.

Many ways to ask questions about how women experience elementary school exist.

A variety of methodologies

and perspectives offer possible avenues of approach, each
of which relates to the material differently.

tive of this

own story

.

s tudy

The perspec -

emphasizes the value of the person

The study of

a

1

s

"career" as Becker has

acknowledged (1970d), assigns major importance to the
interpretations people place on their experience as an

explanation for their behavior.

I

have been concerned

with accurately describing women's experiences in
elementary school and their interpretation of that period
of their lives.

I

was also interested in how they

analyzed their present existence.

The perspective of

this study encourages its readers to ask questions about

schooling from the point of view of women.

Researchers

.
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have studied women for years; opportunities to read and

think about women's own perceptions of their experience
are necessary.

This study has been conceptualized as part of
the on-going research which focuses on women and society.
It is visualized,

as Becker

(1970d)

has described,

in

terms of the metaphor of a mosaic:

Each piece added to a mosaic adds a little to
our understanding of the total picture. When
many pieces have been placed we can see, more
or less clearly, the objects and the people
in the picture and their relation to one another.
Different pieces contribute different things
to our understanding:
some are useful because
of their color, others because they make clear
the outline of an object [pp. 65-66]

What picture

is

represented in the mosaic?

It is the

structure of this society and how women participate in
that structure.

The part of the picture to which this

research hopes to add some pieces concerns women's
experiences in elementary school.

Rising interest in social attitudes toward women
has engendered more research on women by women.

Pre-

viously the quantity of data on women was not equivalent

.

.

:
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to the amount of insight that was revealed therein, as

one researcher has argued (Carlson, 1972)

Women have been around for a long time. So have
the pervasive problems of understanding malefemale relationships, experiences and identities.
Even though studies of these problems have been
relatively neglected, we have abundant documentation of the facts of sex differences ....
That so many data have yielded so little understanding of basic issues constitutes a problem
in itself--and suggests that an examination of
the premises and modes of psychological inquiry
must precede any recommendations for reform
[pp.

18-19]

In the area of psychological inquiry it seems that not

only is some of the data not particularly helpful to
the understanding of male-female conflict and the

nature of the female role, but also the research is

predicated on a foundation which

is

suspect:

a

masculine

bias is embedded in the structure of inquiry (Carlson,
1972)

.

The way in which insights are garnered and the

mechanisms for research set up have undergone discussion
which is almost equal in intensity to the subject of the

research itself:
subject

method has, in other words, become

a

:

.
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Women have begun to examine different aspects
of women and their schooling experiences.

Most of the

articles written in recent issues of The School R eview
and T oday

1

Education devoted to women and education

s

were written by women.

These women have not been

charged with bias; rather the notion of one's stake in
the issue has come into play (Floyd Matson, The Broken

Image

from Filstead,

,

1970)

with respect to things human, it is not
disinterest that makes knowledge possible, but
the opposite; without the factor of interest
in the primary sense of concern or care, there
can be no recognition of the subject matter in
its distinctive human character--and hence no
real awareness of its situation and no understanding of its behavior [p. 5]
.

.

.

Women have

a

stake not so much in the sort of data that

is found as in the kinds of questions that are asked.

Women benefit from whatever answers they find, be they
seemingly positive or negative regarding women's stature,
if they are answers to questions which are asked from an

orientation that is interested

in the

welfare of woman,

rather than one which is concerned with keeping woman
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in her place.

And as Simone de Beauvoir (1952) has

pointed out, keeping women (or blacks)

in their place

means keeping them in a place which has been chosen
for them.

This research intends to be

a

contribution to

the current effort to examine different aspects of
the education of women.

The whole gamut of schooling

experiences faces a determined inquiry--f rom the content
of textbooks to patterns of teacher interaction with

classroom pupils; from the existence of sex-segregated
classes to the content of arithmetic problems; from
the nature of dress-codes to the subtle social pressures

children encounter.

This bit of research is visualized

as a part of that effort:

ture,

as a part of the whole pic-

it is a bit of mosaic.

This study consists of two parts.

The first

was descriptive in nature and attempted to portray

women's perceptions of their elementary school experiences.

It described the experiences they remembered

and the nature of their elementary school careers.

4^3

The second part of the study suggests

a

hypothesis regard-

ing the nature of women's perceptions of their
elementary

school experiences.

women

s

It interpreted as well as described

perceptions, and suggested that women perceived

elementary school as an institution which pressured them
into taking on a posture which did not permit the expression of their "real selves."

Both parts of this study

carry equal weight, the descriptive chapters were as

important as the interpretive one.

The hypothesis emerged

from the picture created by the details and images con-

tained in the data and was then supported in turn by

additional data.
A summary of the most significant aspects of

elementary school as it was perceived by the forty
respondents in this study appeared in the previous
chapter.

It provided a framework for the emerging

hypothesis.

Instead of summarizing again women's

descriptions of their schooling experiences, the
conclusions which may be drawn from this study will be
suggested.

It must be emphasized here,

however, that

neither the conclusions nor the implications of the study

apply directly to the schools themselves.

Conclusions

and implications of this study relate to schools only

insofar as the schools were reflected in the women's

memories.

One cannot conclude from this research, for

example, that schools encourage sex-role stereotyping,

but only that women perceive that elementary schools
encourage sex-role stereotyping.

First conclusions

will be noted, and then the implications of this study

will be discussed.
Conclus ions
1.

Women remembered their elementary school

experiences as ones which followed traditional sexrole orientations.

Regardless of any participation in

women's liberation, they perceived their years in

elementary school as ones which supported sex-typed
behavior.

Women often answered questions which called

for a descriptive response about their aggressiveness,
for example, with an evaluation of how consistent their
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behavior had been with sex-stereotyped actions.
often said,

They

I

was a passive good girl, and never

got into trouble."

They saw themselves conforming to

"Oh,

or rebelling from a standard of behavior.

This stan-

dard was common in most women's perceptions independent
of individual distances from it.

The women discussed aspects of their elementary

school careers which supported traditional sex-role

stereotyping in both more obvious and complex ways.
The kinds of books that they read, and the clothes

that a school's dress code insisted they wear, were
two of the more obvious reflections of the process.

Other, more subtle ways, however, also existed.

One

woman reported that boys were allowed out on the playground in the early spring when girls were not because
it was considered too cold for the girls.

Women also

reported that sex-differentiated behavior in the

classroom followed traditional and stereotyped patterns.
In one classroom,

for example,

there was a row of "bad"

or misbehaving children and it was all boys except for

•IJh

one girl.

The woman who recalled being that girl recounted

that she had been kept back in the third grade because of

her excessively aggressive behavior.

Women described their

elementary school experiences, in other words, in terms of
patterns which substantiated traditional sex-role modeling.
2.

Part of the pressure to take on certain atti-

tudes and forms of behavior which women described was

discussed as

a

result of the interaction of peer-group

and teacher pressure.
a

Both sources of pressure exerted

different though interactional influence on the ways

in which girls developed.

Women perceived that their

teachers demanded and expected complient and obedient

behaviors from the girls, but were less exacting in their
demands from the boys.

Women reported that everyone

expected boys to act out in class and to misbehave, while
girls were not expected to do so.
seen,

in general,

Teachers were also

to make favorites or teachers'

pets

out of those girl students who most followed sex-role

stereotyping.

Teachers' pets were usually pretty and

quiet girls who were also smart--but not aggressively so.

Peers also demanded certain forms of behavior

from girls if they were to be included in what was called
the "in-group" or the "most popular group."

Part of this

pressure came from boys, who, it was recalled, determined
a girl's identity to a large extent.

Boys liked girls

who were pretty, and who followed sex-stereotyped patterns
of behavior.

Appearance, therefore, became especially

important to girls because it generally constituted
major portion of their identities.

First,

a

it determined

whether they would be liked and appreciated by the boys.

And second, it determined whether they would therefore
be considered popular and accepted into the more influ-

ential groups of children.

One's behavior was seen to

be partially shaped and influenced by the interaction
of teacher and peer pressures.
3

.

Women perceived that the schools encouraged

certain role models on their part.

That is to say, they

connected the kinds of pressure which they felt in
school with their own sex-stereotyped behaviors.

Some

women did not object to the school's efforts at role
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modeling, while others, in retrospect, did.
not,

in other words,

They did

simply look at elementary school

as a time in their lives when stereotyping of their

behavior occurred, but rather that the behaviors which
they took on were connected with the school as an

institution.

This view was manifested in their analysi

of teacher and peer pressures as origins of many of the

difficulties they experienced.

Families and other

societial influences were also mentioned as factors

which affected their development as women.
4.

The women did not, on the whole, seem

particularly satisfied with their elementary school
education in terms of how it contributed toward their
own personal development.

This feeling was discussed

not only in terms of the manner in which the school

contributed to sex-role stereotyping, but also in
relation to one's emotional development in general.

While many school-related incidents and feelings were
reported as having generated pleasure, many aspects
of the women's social lives in elementary school were
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trouble-filled and conflict- laden

.

Women with family

difficulties felt that the school was not able to

mitigate any of those problems or to generally be
sensitive to the kinds of feelings which a complicated
home situation instilled.

Women who were

a

part of

the women's liberation movement criticized their

elementary careers as an initiation into womanhood
rather than personhood.

Women who were interested in

an open educational system for their own children,

felt that their education had contributed to a rigid-

ified and narrow set of expectations on their own
parts.

Others felt that school had been

a

mediocre

experience in their lives and had not contributed to
their development as thinking, creative and initiating

human beings.
5.

Women's descriptions of elementary school

suggested that it was the time when women began to
compete against one another, as the time which signaled
future discord between women.

Although many children

participated in an academically-oriented competition

4 JO

regardless of sex. it did not especially cause disruptive
feelings among girls.

What women spotlighted as

a

major

factor that caused competition between one girl and

another was the popularity contest- like atmosphere which

reigned at many of the schools.

Many women recalled

their overwhelming desire to be accepted in the "in-

group."

In addition,

the entire situation was governed

by boys whose affection was important.

So in spite of

the fact that girls were best friends with each other,

and in spite of the importance that having friends

(especially girls) played in one's life, a girl becoming

another girl's "worst enemy" was beginning.

This was

more true of the latter elementary grades as boys became
more important to girls, it was recalled, as the years

went on.

The issue of popularity and the consequences

it wrought was seen to be the main cause of the separa-

tion between girls.

o
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Implications of the Study

The exploratory nature of this research has
caused it to touch on a number of areas.

The implica-

tions suggested, therefore, both for research and for

practice are numerous.

It is the purpose of this

section to examine the implications of this study
for research and for practice.
F r practice

.

1.

The data collected for this study

have suggested that the teacher is crucial in her

treatment of girls.

Memories of teachers

— their

looks, attitudes, bear ing--remained vibrantly imprinted
in the minds of the respondents many years after con-

tact.

The importance of the teacher in the lives of

those she teaches must be confronted by the schools
themselves, as well as by the teacher training institutions which prepare teachers for the elementary schools.
2.

Women's descriptions of their elementary

school experiences touched on a variety of incidents

and feelings which are rarely acknowledged to be central
to the elementary school as an institul ion.

The nature
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of women's perceptions of elementary school suggests

that elementary school administrators need to be aware
of a broader definition of the experiences presented
in

elementary school.

When administrators discuss the

nature of what one learns in school, the perceptions
of the forty respondents would offer insight into the

realities of the school environment.
3.

a need

Data gathered in this study suggest that

for in-service training which would raise the

awareness of teachers and administrators alike regarding

limitations which are placed on girls exists.

Westervelt (1971) has suggested, "to do

a

"We need,"

great deal of

'consciousness-raising' about the realities of women's
lives in the training of elementary school teachers
[p.

6]

"

if the schools are to become more responsive

to the needs of women.

The elementary school has been

portrayed by Westervelt as an institution which reinforces
and develops sex-stereotyped behavior acquired before

one enters school:

.

.

'

By the time many little girls enter elementary
school they have already acquired from parents,
television, and so on the nucleus of a model
for sex differences in roles and behaviors.
1 his model gains new dimensions in the elementary

school [p.

6]

This study has discussed some of those dimensions and

underscores the call for

school-related personnel.

"consciousness-raising" of

Elementary school teachers

who build relationships with children can benefit from
knowing how these experiences remain in their pupils
minds
4.

Women's perceptions of their elementary

school experiences, as they were put forth by the

respondents for this study, suggest that teacher

training institutions need to prepare new personnel

who would be able to limit the effects of sex-stereotyping
for girls in elementary school.

The preparation of

personnel would need to include discussion of such areas
as aggression,

self-concept, affiliation and, in addition,

an education of existing social pressures on girls that

must be confronted in the schools.

434

For
a

r e s earch

.

1.

Data collected for this study raise

number of interesting questions about elementary

school life.

In this study the experience of elementary

school was approached through the perceptions of adult

women; the study was able to describe elementary school,
then, only as it appeared in the memories of the respond-

ents.

A need exists,

consequently,

for studies of the

social system of schools and classrooms where day to
day interaction of girls, and boys, can be documented.
2.

The review of literature indicated the lack

of research on girls' experiences in elementary school.
It revealed the need for a greater understanding of and

more intensive research on the details of sex-role

development in elementary school.

Although the content

of textbooks and the more simple physical kinds of

discrimination such as sex-segregated classes are in
themselves conducive to encouraging sex-stereotyped
behavior, more subtle aspects of the process demand

more intensive examination.

We need to know, for

example, more about attitudes that teacher-peer
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relationships reinforce.

Hopefully, this exploratory

study can open ways for women to examine the nature of

human interaction within the elementary school environment

.

3.

Because one of the delimitations of this

study demanded that only the public school experience

be considered, all the women's memories involved co-

educational experiences in elementary school.

were to research

a

If one

sample of women who had attended

all-female elementary schools, would the respondents'
perceptions regarding self-confidence, the teacher's
role, or the problems surrounding the question of

popularity be substantially different from findings
suggested here?

Would

a

totally female peer environment

affect one's early development differently?
so,

And,

if

Findings in this area would add substantial

how?

knowledge to our understanding of sex-role development
in the elementary school.
4.

This study has focused on the nature and

problems of women's perceptions of elementary school.
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It raises major questions as to the nature of what boys

experience in elementary school and also how that exper
ience is reflected in the memories of adult men.

perceptions of the teacher
of the importance of looks

,

Men's

of the nature of popularity
(it has been suggested that

height is terribly important to a boy's sense of selfworth)

,

and the nature of peer relationships need

exploration.

How would those perceptions compare to

women's perceptions in terms of the elementary school
as an institution of one's childhood?

How would men

conceptualize and report on the social experiences of
their childhood"

In what ways are the limitations of

masculine sex-stereotyping fostered in the elementary
school?

These are all questions which would profit

from investigation.
5.

This study has suggested that the teacher

is crucial in her treatment of girls.

that the teacher was
I

a

Women reported

powerful figure in their lives.

have tried to suggest some of the dimensions of

that power, and the different forms it enacted.

.
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Data presented here raises certain questions about the

nature of a teacher's power in and out of the classroom.

Research which examined the nature of that power, and
its sources would be valua) Le
6.

Women who participated in this study were

removed from their elementary school experiences by
about ten years if they were on the younger end of
the spectrum, and by about twenty if they were on the

older end.

While adulthood carried certain positive

effects, such as many life-experiences and the time to

develop one's conceptual abilities, it also meant that
there were many years removed between the experiences
and the present.

If one were to ask junior and senior

high school women about their elementary school experiences, how would the memories about teachers, peers

and so forth be different^

How would elementary school

be perceived by women who were still in the midst of
the public educational system?

Ho^ would adolescence

affect women's perceptions of their elementary school

experience?
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Feminists and educational observers alike have
noted the intimacy of the relationship between school
and society (Rich, 1968; Howe, 1971; Howe and Lauter,
1970)

.

Schools can be little better than the societies

in which they are situated and from which they receive

their funding.

A society which devalues women, in other

words, cannot be expected to support many schools which

promote sex-equality.

Schools vary in their quality as

well as in the ideological beliefs to which they subscribe, however, and consequently certain individual

schools may in fact encourage stereotype- free attitudes
towards students.

Schools are, on the whole, unfortunately,

reflective of those attitudes and values which hold power
in the society.

What use exists, one might ask, in pointing specifically to the school's role in encouraging sexstereotyped behavior?

Shouldn't one treat the whole

society rather than just one piece of it?

How can we

expect the schools to change if society remains the same?
We cannot.

Many aspects of society have and will continue

.
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to come under consideration (and attack)

treatment of women.

for their

Because the schools and the

society are interrelated, the process of change must

necessarily reflect that relationship and change
simultaneously
The more we understand about the "realities
of women's lives" the closer we come to knowing how
to change them.

An analysis consists of many parts;

contributions from the fields of psychology, history,
literature, sociology and education (to name only
few)

help to build this analysis.

a

Marya Mannes wrote

that it is time "to open a window in the suffocating

room of our present social patterning."

That room is

large and the window has remained shut for

a

long time.

It is opening, and demands a concerted effort for it to

be opened wide.
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BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION
ON RESPONDENTS
#101

Amy is

a

twenty-four year old graduate student

education who holds
She is single,
family,

a

in

special interest in women’s studies.

comes from an upper-middle class midwestern

and has characterized her background as "WASP."

She attended elementary school in Detroit, Michigan.

She

went to Bennington College from which she entered graduate
school directly.

Amy and

I

had several classes together

and became friends because of our common interest in

women's studies.

I

had known her for about two months at

the time of the interview.

In speaking of her to me,

others have referred to her as "bright" and "competent."

#102

I

have known Polly for almost ten years.

We attended

the same college and have maintained close contact ever
since.

Polly is

a

twenty-six year old nursing student who

is married and has one small child.

class Quaker family who operates

a

She comes from
fruit

a

middle-

farm in New Jersey,
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and she attended two small elementary schools there.

Her

natural mother died when she was very young and her father

remarried
a

a

woman who had two children of her own, creating

new family of seven children.

Polly married directly

out of college and had no desire for

a

career of her own.

As she became interested in the women's liberation movement,

she gained self-confidence,

her own "life's project."

she told me,

and wanted

Four years after graduating

from college she returned to nursing school with the

intent of becoming a midwife.

Elizabeth is

#103

a

twenty-seven year old graduate stu-

dent in African History.

She attended elementary school

in a small town in Maryland that is really a suburb of

Washington, D.C.

After graduation from

a

midwestern

college she worked in the peace movement in Philadelphia.
She married before completing college because,
me,

she told

she was afraid she would not get married if she waited

beyond her senior year.
year and

a

half later.

She separated from her husband

a

During college she was involved in
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Mississippi Summer,

1964,

and continued her interest in

rights following that time.

more than

a

year ago in

a

She remarried

common-law ceremony.

a

little

Her father

is a professor with close connections to the government,

especially during Democratic administrations, and her
mother is

a

social worker.

I

have known Elizabeth for

almost fifteen years.

#104

Twenty-eight years old and

a

professional, Debbie is

married and plans to have no children.

She comes from

middle-class Protestant background, and attended
room schoolhouse in rural Bennington, Vermont,
a

larger,

a

one-

and later

more urban school in Clinton, New York.

She

attended Swarthmore College and has been involved in

a

variety of peace and service work.

a

member of

a

a

She is presently

staff

group which organizes for rights for the elderly.

Debbie has been involved in the women's movement for three
or four years.

She has visited

she no longer does.

almost three years.

I

a

psychiatrist, although

have been friendly with Debbie for

449

#105

Sandra is

a

twenty-one year old undergraduate at

Syracuse University where she majors in social work.

She

attended elementary school in White Plains, New York, where
her father is employed as an accountant.

Jewish and middle-class.

Her background is

She told me that she is not sure

that she believes in marriage, although she believes in
the value of

a

close relationship with

a

man.

She was not

involved in the women's liberation movement at the time
of the interview,

and reported that she felt that she had

never personally experienced discrimination as

#201

woman.

first spoke with Ruth about the possibility of my

I

interviewing her at
I

a

a

party at the home of mutual friends.

had met Ruth once previously, but had never spoken with

her.

She is twenty-eight and comes from

protestant background.

attended

a

lower-class

She was brought up in the Bronx and

multi-ethnic large urban school there.

married for the second time and is
reading instruction.
me,

a

a

She is

graduate student in

The first time she married,

she told

she was fulfilling what she had called during the inter-

view "the little princess role."

The second time,

she said,

.
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was the marriage of two persons.

She has seen

a

therapist

and reported that the experience was very helpful to her in
coming to terms with her past.

remembered

a

During the interview she

great many incidences from her childhood,

and was very expressive with her hands and face during the
telling

Jeannie is

#202

a

twenty-four year old graduate assistant

in special education.
I

first met her

a

She is married and has no children.

year or so ago when she and her husband

came to the area to interview for their jobs.
from

a

She comes

lower-class Jewish background, and attended three

urban elementary schools in Boston which she characterized
as rigid.

Jeannie reported very few specific facts during

the interview,

and tended to talk generally of her elementary

school experiences.

She never mentioned,

for example,

the

names of anyone she knew then, neither teachers nor friends.

#203

Priscilla is

her before

I

a

roommate of

interviewed her.

who comes from

a

a

She is

friend.
a

I

had never met

twenty-year old nurse

lower-class farming community in upstate

451

New York.
little,

During the interview Priscilla was shaking

and when

microphone,

I

asked her if she was nervous with the

she said yes.

During the time we chatted

after the tape recorder was turned off,
relaxed.

a

she was more

She sat back, gestured with her hands,

and made

eye contact more frequently.

#204

Katie is

versity who is
comes from

a

a

a

twenty one year old student at the uni-

roommate of

a

friend of

friend.

a

She

middle-class Jewish background and went to

elementary school in Newton, Massachusetts.
quiet person and has

shy bearing.

a

She is

a

She also seems to

have little self-confidence, evidenced not only in the way
she carried herself, but also in her continual insistence,

both before and after the interview that she was sure that
anything she said would not be of much value.
trary,

I

felt that the interview had been

in that she disclosed

a

a

On the con-

successful one

great deal of information about her

elementary school and personal experiences.

.
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#205

Beth is

a

doctoral candidate in physiological

psychology and was, in fact, in the middle of an experiment

when

I

walked into her office for the interview.

She is

twenty-five years old and at tended an "ancient" elementary
school in Queens, New York where she lived in

income housing project.

were in

a

When

into her office,

she looked up at me as

Beth?" and said,

"Yes."

"Are you

At the time it struck me as an

She spoke briskly, with short clipped

unfriendly attitude.

answers, to a couple of brief questions

recorded,

said,

She neither invited me in nor

minute.

seemed to loosen up

I

first walked

I

She then continued with her work,

and seemed to ignore me.
a

middle-

Her family was Jewish and they

lower-middle income bracket.

told me to wait

a

a

bit though as

I

and offered me some coffee.

unfriendly territory as

I

walked

in,

I

asked her.

She

got out my tape

What had seemed

became

a

little more

neutral

Though Wendy is technically single, she has lived

#206

with

a

man in

a

marriage-type relationship for three years.

She is twenty-seven and comes from

a

lower-middle class

453

Protestant family.

She was raised and attended elementary

school in Erie, Pennsylvania.

She is

a

trained nurse, and

has moved in the last several years from work situations that

were high-paying and very structured to ones that demanded
more initiative from her, though they were not high paying.

Wendy has become involved in the movement to change the
health care system in this country.

Sally is twenty-seven,

#207

middle-class Protestant family.

single,

and comes from

a

She grew up and was edu-

cated in Albany, New York, where she attended both private
and public schools.

Her father was an engineer and her

mother

Sally was trained in social work, and

a

housewife.

works at the local State School, directing an experimental

program there.

I

had met her twice before, and on each

occasion we had chatted although we had never engaged in
serious conversation.

She said after the interview was

completed that she wanted to get to know me better, and

reciprocated similarly.

when

I

We then talked for another hour,

had to prepare for another interview, and she had to

go for another appointment.

.

I
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#208

Phyllis is thirty, divorced and the mother of two

children.

She is a professional who was job hunting at the

time of the interview.

She comes from an upper class and,

as she described it,

"WASP" background,

elementary school in

a

and attended an

suburban section of Detroit.

She

told me that she had changed both of her names (first and
last) when she had divorced,

why.

although she did not explain

It turned out that I had spoken to her on the phone

several times when she had her old name.

#209

Ellen's name was given to me by

a

friend who teaches

in the same department as she does at the community college
in town.

Ellen is twenty-eight, married and planning to

quit her position as soon as her husband, presently

a

They hope to move to

doctoral student,

can get

Washington, D.C.

Ellen grew up in Saratoga Springs, New York

a

job.

in a middle-class family that practiced no religion.

She

went to Mount Holyoke College, and has done some work at
the graduate level here at the University.

She told me

that she had been in psychotherapy for four and

a

half years

and that this experience had affected her outlook tremendously.
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During the interview she expressed

movements with her body.

a

number of nervous

While she would talk, different

parts of her body would nervously jerk in different
directions.
as tics,

#210

These movements were not quite as pronounced

but they almost were.

Marge described her background to me as lower

class and Catholic.

She attended an old school in Yonkers,

New York, where she lived with other "poor kids."

She

told me after the tape-recorder had been turned off that
she felt her elementary school experience had been

very destructive one for her.

as

a

#301

She is now thirty, divorced
She works at

and has a five-year old boy.

a

a

home for boys

teacher and likes her job.

Joan and her husband and child lived in the flat

above ours for six months.

She is

insurance company, married to
local power company.

a

a

secretary at an

black man who works at the

Joan comes from

a

family of nineteen

children and her parents were quite strict.

She spoke very

quietly and hesitantly during the interview, and never
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seemed to adjust to the tape-recorder.
shy.

She was, on the other hand,

She said that she wa

courageous enough to

leave home because she was unhappy when she was only sixteen,

support herself,

marry

a

#302

finish high school at night, and

man against her parents' wishes.

When

I

walked into Janet's house and commented on

how "neat” it was, Janet questioned whether
"interesting" or "picked-up."
esting," she said,

When

I

I

meant

told her "inter-

"I picked up before you came in and

I

was worried you'd come in and say--Oh, I'm glad you didn't
feel you had to straighten up."

about her ability as

upstate New York.

a

She appeared concerned

housekeeper.

Janet was raised in

She had only recently become interested

in the women's movement.

She had married her high school

sweetheart and had raised children since her graduation
from college.

She told me that she only went to college

because she knew her husband, who was the same age, would
not marry her until he graduated.
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#303

Paula is

a

community college.

student in dental hygiene at the local
I

met her through a friend of mine who

had Paula in one of her classes.

Paula was,

at the time

of the interview, living at home and caring for her father
and brothers.
for

a

She was not enjoying it.

She was looking

job that would permit her to attend school and yet

earn enough money to live away from home.
fronted
a

a

She had con-

number of difficulties in her own life,

including

mother with mental problems and an uncommunicative

father,

and yet,

she acted in

a

cheerful and open manner.

She had lived in Syracuse all her life.

#304

I

had received Marilyn's name from

a

friend of mine

whose daughter attended the same free school as Marilyn's
daughter.

Marilyn was friendly during the time

I

spent at

her house, and spoke at length about her personal life.
She had

a

somewhat mournful demeanor about her.

She spoke

frequently of her negative feelings about herself which
seemed connected with her sadness.

time and enjoyed it.
music,

in fact,

She taught piano part-

Her family's life centered around

as her husband played in the symphony

.
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orchestra.
1

She was very interested in women's

iberat ion

Lucy and

#305

I

first had contact with each other over

an event we were interested in co-sponsoring in the

Syracuse area.
city.

We represented different groups in the

She had recently separated from her husband and

was living in

a

flat with another woman.

During the inter-

view she frequently used slang such as "it sucks," and

continually referred to women in critical ways.
was

a

word she often employed.

"Bitch"

She had been raised in

Michigan and had attended college in the midwest.

#306

I

met Helen when she first moved to Syracuse,

five months before the interview.

completed an M.S.W. degree at

a

She had recently

midwestern university.

She was born and raised on Long Island,

there most of her life.

about

and had lived

Her father had been an alcoholic

who was often violent with his family.

Helen recalled being

on tranquilizers along with her sisters during much of

elementary school.

The father had died quite

a

few years

'IV)

before,

of

a

and Helen reported that his death had been somewhat

relief to the family.

Helen was single, and she told

me that she had experienced loneliness since moving to

Syracuse as she had

Leslie is

#307

a

protection agency.
and lives with
student,

a

a

difficult time making friends here.

social worker who works at
She has one child from

man.

child

former marriage

a

Previously, this man,

a

a

doctoral

and his former wife had lived with Leslie and

her former husband communally.

The living situation and

the marriages split up at the same time.

the far west.

Leslie came from

She remembered her experiences with

a

half-

smile on her face most of the time.

#308

Shirley lived in

Syracuse.

a

small house in

a

suburb of

She married before she was twenty and already

had two small children.

She came from

a

rural small town

in upstate New York where her father was once

and later became
area.

a

professor at

Her mother was

a

nurse.

had an "apathetic" marriage.

a

a

car dealer

women's college in the

Shirley reported that she
She was worried that it would
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not withstand the strain of the women's movement as
well as

the peace movement.

Her husband had almost been

a

career

army officer.

Harriet is working on her Ph.D. in literature

#309

the University here.
college,
south,

at

She teaches at the local community

and was on leave for the year.

She comes from the

went to college in Texas, and has lived in Syracuse

for five years.

She and her husband, who also teaches,

do not plan to have any children.

have both visited psychiatrists.

She and her husband
One of these was deeply

involved in women's liberation and proved very helpful to
both of them.

Harriet speaks quietly and slowly, and has

the stereotyped air of southern gentility about her.

#310

Peggy had been

a

part-time writer for

liberal magazine which recently folded.

a

local

She reported

that she had strong negative feelings about her family

past that she was just beginning to face.
father,

for example,

had been lecherous.

that when she called her mother, recently,

Her stepShe told me
she explained
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that she was planning to join

Her mother told her,

a

consciousness-raising group.

"Remember, you're

a

lady first!"

Peggy came from Buffalo, New York.

#311

Mary Ann taught anthropology at the University and

had spent several years in India doing field research.
was working on her dissertation when
ment for the interview.

I

She

went to her apart-

Mary Ann came from Chicago where

she had lived most of her life.

She was planning to leave

the country again to return to India for another project.

She said that the many years she had spent out of the

country had caused her to lose touch with many social
issues in this country.

#312

Lillian had two small children.

She had lived in

Long Island all her life and moved to Syracuse when she

was married.

She married at nineteen and was not happy.

She worked in the Women's Political Caucus of which she

had recently become

a

member.

at the community college.

in a suburb of Syracuse.

She was also taking

a

course

She lived in an apartment house
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#313

Angela was referred to me through

worked with Angela at

a

a

friend who had

neighborhood legal services to

which Angela had brought some legal problems.
in a subsized mixed-income housing project.

She lived

She was

divorced,

happily

children.

She had been raised in Syracuse and spoke with

she told me, and lived with her three

her mother every day on the phone.

She was not working at

the time of the interview, but wanted to work as she found
her welfare check inadequate.

She was seeing

and she told me that she was "itchy" for

a

a

counselor,

visit as she

had not been able to go for two weeks.

#314

Melissa lived in an expensive apartment complex on

the outskirts of Syracuse.

her apartment was

The most striking thing about

huge sculptured modern couch that was

a

the only piece of furniture in the living room.

They had

had the couch for three years and had never sat in

it

because it came dirty and the company refused to shampoo

Melissa's husband,
company and

it

a

lawyer, had brought

was still in litigation.

she had fertility problems,

a

it.

suit against the

She told me that

and this health problem was
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the most influential factor in her life at this time.

She

also said that she had always "had it easy" and been pro-

tected.

Otherwise,

"fighter."

#315

she surmised,

she might be more of a

Melissa had always lived in Syracuse.

Rhoda told me that she had never worked at her

studies until this year.

She was

a

and had always "just gotten by."

social work student,

This year she was

working very hard and enjoying her studies.
from Philadelphia,

Rhoda is

and her year in Syracuse has been her

first experience away from home.

She attended schools

from kindergarten through college in Philadelphia.

told me that her experience with

a

She

"good shrink" had

enabled her to become more independent.

#316

Dorothy is from Darien, Connecticut and received

training in college as

a

teacher.

year after her graduation.

She also taught for

She is married,

and enjoys staying home, she told me,

her child.

a

has one child,

and taking care of

She is not interested in women's liberation

at all and resents some of its attitudes toward women.
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Dorothy was an only child, and she feels that her
childhood
was very much affected by this.

#317

Valerie is

graduate student in special education.

a

She comes from Boston and has one sister.

Her father died

when she was seventeen and that event caused her to examine
her life for the first time.

durin 9 the interview.
ficially for about

X

and was friendly

had known Valerie somewhat super-

year,

a

She is quiet,

although

with her about anything substantive.

I

had never spoken
She is married,

looks upon her husband's future career as

and

doctor as the

a

central career in their family.

Becky came from Jacksonville, Florida and spoke

#318

with

a

heavy southern accent.

She had married at sixteen

when she found out she was pregnant and was later divorced.
She then worked for

a

number of years as

order to support herself and her child.
a

a

secretary in

Presently she is

student in music at the community college.

When

I

asked

Becky to tell me something about herself at the beginning
of the interview, the first thing she said was,

"I'm

terrific.

And then she smiled.

In the interview itself,

however, when she was talking about how ’’worthless" she

had felt in elementary school,

she broke into sobs and

said that it was obvious she still felt similarly.

She

was very expressive and dramatic as she told of her experiences and recreated incidents that happened years ago as
if they were happening at the time of the interview.

#319

When

I

walked into Elaine's house she was feeding

her new baby.

She told me that she was anxious to return

to her work as

a

substitute teacher.

She had lived in

Syracuse all of her life and had gone to
about an hour's north of the city.

high school sweetheart.

She had married her

Elaine came from

Polish family that had not,

she told me,

adapted to the ways of this country.

state college

a

a

Catholic

ever really

There were many

intrigues in her family which came from their "old-world"
behavior.

Her family life was more important to her than

her elementary school career.

She had three children.
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#320

Ginny was raised and educated in Newton,
Massachusett

and she told me that she had never done particularly
well
school.

She was

a

day-dreamer.

I

had never met her before

the interview, and had found her name from

who had attended

a

’

list of women

a

"Women's Festival" in Syracuse last year.

She told me that she had been in
9 r ou P for a while,

in

a

consciousness-raising

but it had folded.

She was somewhat

restrained during the interview but she had

a

loud laugh.

At the end of the two hours we spent together she said,
"I

wanted

much to give you

s0

a

good interview."

She was

worried that she had not remembered enough, and seemed to
see the interview as

#321

Terri is

a

a

test of her ability.

graduate student in African history who

spent several years studying in Europe.
at the time of the interview,

She was hoping,

to hear about

would allow her to go to Africa on

a

a

grant that

research project.

She

was from Syracuse, although she had attended college in the
midwest.
father was

Her parents were both professionals, and her
a

well-known doctor in town.

She said that her

father never liked any of the "men” whom she brought home.
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She was somewhat involved in the women's liberation

movement although she reported that she had developed
"in spite of it," not "because of it."

#322

Francie was

education.

a

young graduate student in special

She was from New York City, and had moved to

Syracuse when she was married.

She had recently separated

from her husband and was living in

years she and her husband had run
town.

commune.

a

a

For several

home for children in

Francie used words like "freaking out" and "heavy"

continually during the interview to describe feelings that
she had had as an elementary school student.

It was

difficult at times to understand specifically what she
meant,

especially since it was impossible to imagine

a

seven year old "freaking out" over her teacher.

#323

Anne is an undergraduate student at the University.

She quit school

a

couple of years ago and went to Europe.

She returned to Syracuse in the fall of 1972 where she is

finishing her studies in social work.

She comes from

a

small town in New England where her parents are both school
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teachers.

She has always been close to her family.

Anne

became involved with the women's liberation movement on

her return from Europe.

#324

Marion is an assistant professor at the university.

She is thirty years old and taught at another large uni-

versity before coming to Syracuse.

Before entering

graduate school she had thought for

a

the ministry but changed her mind.

Marion comes from

small town in Massachusetts. She has

several years older than herself.

time of entering

a

a

brother who is

Marion enjoys her work,

and several students who have taken courses from her

reported to me that her courses were interesting and
well-taught.

These students spoke very highly of her.

During the interview Marion emphasized the "normality" of
her childhood.

#325

Sarah is

a

had hoped to go to

first-year student in social work.
a

She

school in the midwest where she had

also been accepted, but because her fiance was planning to
to medical school in the upstate New York area,

she came to
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Syracuse.

Sarah is from Long Island and comes from

and middle-class background.

a

Jewish

APPENDIX C
SAMPLE INTERVIEW

.
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Interview with Becky (#318)
s

O.K.

B

27

S

O.K. me too.

S

And, where did you go to elementary school?

B

In

S

Could you hold it a little closer?

B

Yeah, I went in Jacksonville, Florida, first in Tampa,
Florida and then in Jacksonville.

S

O.K.

B

public elementary schools.

S

Rural

B

Oh, you know, urban ... urban schools.

S

And what populations did they serve, ethnically and
economically?

B

white ... lower income. The schools were segregated
and I assume they were lower income because we were.

S

O.K., could you describe your family?

B

Oh,

S

who was in it and...

B

O.K., when

S

.

.

how old are you?

,

.

what kind of schools were they?

,

,

urban.

.

At the time.

started... I was five when I started
elementary school, first grade, and I had a mother
and a father and two sisters, six and seven years
older than I and...
:

I

Six and seven?

.

.
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B:

Six and seven years older... and a brother five
years,
you know, he was like a newborn, a baby when I
started school.

S:

Five years younger.

B:

Five years younger.

S:

Yeah, o.k., what did your father do?

B:

He was in the air force, and
rank was or anything.

I

don't know what his

.

S:

And what did your mother do?

B:

Mother .. .What did she do? Oh, mother worked in a
drugstore at the time, you know, as a clerk? And,
think she only worked part time,
I don't really
remember

S:

O.K., let's start with kindergarten.

I

Do you have any

memories?
B:

I didn't attend kindergarten.
If you're six years old
before Dec. 31, you can go to... or at that time...
you could go to first grade.
So, I went directly to
first grade.

S:

O.K.

B:

I had..., Mrs. McCean
that was her name, she was
horrible.
The thing that happened in both the first
and second grade, she was the teacher, was that I
don't know if it was because my sisters were older
I
and I, you know, but I was really big on reading,
didn't... I was reading way before I went to school
and mostly it just easy ... really easy, you know. And,
we did the, you know, the stand in the line and thing
it was very regimented, sit in the seat, don't talk,
Easy, you know, it was
that kind of thing ... boring
really... it was so easy that it was like a game that
there was no work involved.
,

.

S:

How did you learn to read before you went to school?

.
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B:

Probably because my older sisters read to me
all
the time, and I learned to read from
them, they
sh..., you know, they literally taught
me to read,
bo, I was reading, in the first and
second grade,
Jane, who was my sister, was into the library
thing at Junior High and she used to bring
home
books for me to read, all the time.
So, I read...
crazy... a lot.
It's over here.
One of the things
that happened to me both in, you know, all the way
through elementary school, was because it was the
kind of thing where you went to school and you
sat
your seat and you did not talk, you know, you
were the receptacle for whatever they gave you.
Every report card, every six weeks, from first to
sixth grade, said Becky will not stay in her seat
and she will not stop talking. And, all of that
kind of thing stopped as soon as I went to Junior
High where you changed classes and talked and, you
know, where you were active.
This particular
teacher, and I don't know if it was first or second
grade, I believe that it was first grade, for a
while in the cafeteria, the milk was warm or something or tasted sour and she literally poured it
down my throat. That was her thing.

m

S:

Oh, my God, oh, because you had to drink it?

B:

She went.

.you had to drink your milk and she
literally poured it down my throat. And, she was
a very mean teacher.
She was... she could be very
cruel.
I also remember that once
I remember that.
I wore an air force belt that Daddy had cut down for
me with my blue jeans and it got stuck or something
and she couldn't open it.
She was really angry
and she sent me home from school, you know, and told
me I had to
.

.

.

S:

Did you have to go to the bathroom?

B:

Yeah, I had to go to the bathroom and I couldn't get
my pants off to go, so, I called the teacher into the
bathroom and she couldn't get it open and she sent me
home from school, only lived three blocks away,
screaming and yelling... I mean, you know, she was
really very, very domineering, very loud, very yelly

s
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kind of person.
S:

And what happened once you got home?

B:

Daddy was home and and Mother was, you know, and she
didn't like to call... and stuff and I remember Daddy
was you know, on his way, he was going to go and
really get that lady and Mother was holding on to him.
Mother was very short and Daddy was very tall.
I can
remember Mother hanging on to his arm saying, you
know, George don't be that .. .please don't be... don't
go and make a scene.
And, nothing really happened
except I never wore the belt again. But she, I don't
remember learning too much.

S

:

I

wonder why?

B:

I

remember those ... those are the things

S:

Were you talkative in elementary school?

B:

Oh yeah, Real ... always have been... still am very
talkative an and, you know, when other kids wouldn't
get things, I would say, "That's..." and, you know,
you weren't supposed to do that. There was no
provision for kids who were fast learners or slow
learners or middle of the road or just active. There
The best time was play time
really was nothing.
'cause then you could go and, of course you could go
out all year because it was warm in Tampa and you know,
those were the good times. You went out and you
played and, and you, your imagination just went wild.

S:

Are you really nervous because of the tape recorder?

B:

No, I just,
all right.

S:

O.K., you'll get used to it.

B:

Yeah

S:

Good practice.
What do you remember:
Yeah.

I... yeah

I

guess

I

am.

I

remember.

Yeah ... that

'

Let's go on to third grade.
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B:

Third grade was Mrs. Street, and Mrs. Street
was a
pretty nice lady. But, again, it was kind
of the
same thing, you know, I... I don't mean
this
braggingly but I was really way ahead of what
the
kids were doing in school.
You know, I just... so
that everything was really just, not too
interesting. And I... as far as I remember it
wasn't a terribly eventful year.

S:

Did you have a best friend?

B:

No... no I didn't.
I didn't have a best friend until
four years ago... five years ago.
I had a really best
friend.
Between the third grade and the fourth grade
my parents got divorced.

S:

Between the third and fourth?

B:

Yeah, and we, my sisters and I and my brother and my
mother moved up to Jacksonville.

S:

Was that upsetting to you?

B:

No.

Daddy wasn't around too much.
I don't remember
that well.
I went to a real inner city school
in, in Jacksonville, in fourth grade.

him
S:

Was that integrated?

B:

No... no, it wasn't integrated but it was, you know,
really low and...

S:

poor white kids?

B:

low income ... poor white kids... as a matter of fact,
the way that in an segregated society that you can
tell how poor you are is that we only lived two
blocks from the quote colored unquote part of town.
But the kids two blocks away didn't go to school with
us, they were... you know, they went to school somewhere
else.
The closer you were...

S:

They were bused? .. .yeah, that's how poor you were.
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B:

Yeah, That's how poor you were and we lived in
back of a... a, I think it was a Mercury dealership
was built in front of us, and there... they tore
down some houses across the street and put up a
garage, all the mechanics and stuff, it was really a
really crumby neighborhood. Fourth grade was
fantastic.
Fourth grade was Mrs. Luxburg a great,
gray-haired lady .. .wonderful
She had... I... it was
like, other kids said you were the teacher's pet.
She had me do things for her all the time.
I did...
you know, I was... do this... go here, do this you
know, bring this, Susan read this, you know, you're
going to be in this. You know, she did, I could
sing when I was a little kid and they were school
plays and I was in them. You know, and she, during
that year, she really made me a part of the activities
of the school.
.

S:

In a way you hadn't felt before?

B:

Yeah, you know, so along with what you just learned
in school, which was new, like I said, by then, I
was active, so I... it was a very happy year.

S:

Do you think she was like thrilled by your intelligence,
or... was it nice to meet a kid who was so bright or
and excited about things or...

B:

I

S:

And maybe you needed that acceptance.

B:

It didn't
wasn't... I wasn't a problem any more.
things
provided
She
active.
was
very
that
I
matter
wasn't
I
So
that
active.
were
that
for me to do
always in trouble ... and stuff.

S:

That's good.

B:

Fourth and fifth grade I went to
Can't remember the name of it.
the same school.
Fifth grade was back to the old grind. But the same
old thing, sit still, be quiet... I would occassionally

I think the
don't know if she was thrilled.
feeling that I had was that she accepted me, you know...

I

It was really great.

.
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go and visit Mrs. Luxburg.
So I would visit her...
she was really great.
Sixth grade,
S:

Who was your teacher in fifth grade, do you remember?

B:

Oh, Mrs. Allen, was her name and what was, kind of
toward the end of the year, no, at Christmas there
was a school play and I sang a song in it... and she
really came across.
I was really happy.
The
microphone didn't work and it made a noice and I have..
I could sing but I didn't have a loud voice singing
I had a loud mouth talking but not singing, they
wanted ... they kept ... another teacher kept saying,
Sing louder ... sing louder" and she came in and said,
"She doesn't sing louder than that, you have to use
the microphone for her." you know, because I kept
saying, "I can't sing louder" "Sing!"
"Yes you can,
sing louder!"
"I can't sing louder" and she said,
"she can't" she stood up for me.
Yay!
It was

really great.
S

:

It

is_

great

B:

And then there was... that was the year we had a...
to do a, some kind of a program, you know, kids
always have... and I invented ... this is interesting...
I invented a flea killer that was guaranteed to
kill fleas.
Jacksonville is... is filled with sand
fleas... just filled with them, and our yard didn't
have any grass, just sand and sand fleas loved me.
It's a good thing I'm terrific and I was... my legs
were bitten so badly that... that Mother would wrap,
you know, rag bandages, you know, sheets, around my
legs, you know, with stuff on them to...

S:

Cure the infection, or something?

B:

Get rid of the... yeah, to keep me from scratching
So, I invented a flea
and keep them from biting.
killer.
It was something I really thought about.
It was a concoction and what it did was that it
made fleas get so big, you know, like they were
four inches big, that you could see them to kill
them because sand fleas are very tiny and one of
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the problems is that you can't see them to get
them off of you to kill them.
So, X invented
this powder, which I concocted with, it was
hysterical it was mustard and catsup and all
kinds of glop, you know, really gloppy and then
I had, you know, I showed the kids how
to make it
and then I had prepared misture which was like
sand and colored water and something that was all
dried up and I pulled out this big black paper
flea
,

.

.

.

S:

Oh,

B:

This... thing and then
really great.

S:

Wow, it sounds really creative.

B:

But, I didn't realize until later what is... what
it... you know, how important it was for me to find
some way to kill those fleas. And I killed them.
Got rid of them all.
Sixth grade ... sixth grade
was a new school because we moved to a new house,
that had a yard and all they... they didn't have
any fleas.

S:

Was it up?

B:

We moved to a different section of town.
It was a
better section.
Before we had lived in the... the
house we had lived in in Jacksonville was a huge
wood frame house, you know, a very old one. And
there was an upstairs, it was like three or four
bedrooms and the only heat in the house was a great
big space heater in the living room and, you know,
you think of Florida as being warm; but, when it's
35 degrees and no heating, it's still 35 degrees
upstairs and it's really cold and we used to sleep
with blankets and robes and everything, you know,
and it would still be cold. And I was always really
I always had tonsilitis or something at
sick a lot.
So, then we moved to a two-family brick
that time.
Sixth grade was really,
house and it was warm...yay!
I can't remember this
grade,
Sixth
really something.

that's a panic!

I

I

killed it.. .and it was

mean, was... did you move up, sort of?

.

I

.
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woman's name, she had a funny name, there were like
30 kids at least in a classroom and it was in an
annex building and we were packed in like little
sardines and once again we were the old sit down and
be quiet, Becky Robot.
There was some... there were
some really. .real problems in the class, for one
thing because there were so many kids and it was, you
know, sixth grade is kind of grim and the guys...
had this real thing about what was moral and what was
immoral, you know, and saying "fuck" for one thing
was horrible that was like the biggest sin you could
do, and, as it was called then, "shooting the bird"
was also the worse thing you could possibly do and
we had a lot of kids who liked to do that and I
would, it constantly ended up where, you know, I just.,
it was so terrible ... to me, I really believed that it
was horrible
.

.

.

S:

What is shooting the bird?

B:

This...
called
.

I

don't know what it... I don't know what it's

.

see, giving the finger.

S:

Oh,

B:

0 K
Yeah, giving the f inger
about it... it was real horrible.

S:

Where did you get this from?

B:

We had a, well,

S:

What was your religion?

B:

We were Methodist and we went every
was really into church. Church was
Kind of three or four months before
sat in the very back of the room in
talked. .again.

I

.

I

.

.

.

.

,

I

had a real thing

don't know...

Sunday, and I
pretty safe.
school ended I
the corner and I..

.

S:

B:

To whom?

don't know... to another kid or something and,
she
like the teacher said, "That's it..." You know,
the
took a desk and put it next to her desk, facing
I
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board, and I sat there from then on... to the end
of the year.
In front of everybody.
That was it.
That... me, the kid... who, the only thing I did was
talk and all the rest of these guys are...
S:

Shooting the bird...

B:

Swearing and shooting the bird... and all this stuff.
Doing really terrible things and saying the teacher
fucks and stuff, you know. .and like I was the one
who became ... became the object, you know, we're
going to teach everybody a lesson... and you're going
to be it.
And I was it. That was really a lesson.
I..I..I..I..I believe now that.. that a lot of the
problem I had was that as the talkative child I
really don't think I was any more of a problem than
other talkative children, but I firmly believe that
part of.. of why it was so terrible for me to do all
this stuff was the fact that I was a girl... and I
was too aggressive for a girl, you know, I was too
out-spoken.
I just didn't behave quietly and sweetly
like little girls are supposed to.
I didn't fit into
anybody's idea of what little girls are supposed to be
You know, if I liked a boy I.. I.. what I wanted to do
was say, "I really like you" you know? and that was
So, I really suffered a
not allowed, you know.
I wanted to do... what
what
conflict
between
severe
I should do.
I
felt
what
was really me and
.

S:

What did your mother do about all this?

B:

didn't
her that
I

know,
S:

B:

S:

She did nothing... I didn't... I never told
You
I was sitting next to the teacher.
humiliation..
ultimate
'cause to me that was the

Degradation...
You know... that was, if she ever knew that I figured
she'd kill me and that would be the end of it, you
know.
Did she raise you to be a little lady or what?
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B:

She tried real hard. .didn t work, though... it
just didn't work.
She worked full time after we
moved to Jacksonville and you know, I'm sure it
was very hard on her that
that she was divorced
because I think she really loved my father. And it
was too bad... and that was everything.
So, she was
tired and you know, she had my little brother to
contend with and he was really a little pisser...
oh, no he was everything little boys are supposed
to be and unfortunately his older sister, Susan
was also everything a little boy is supposed to
be.
And that... and it didn't work out, you know,
he could play guns and and erector sets and stuff
and which I would have loved and wanted to do but
I wasn't allowed to, you know...

S:

By your parents?

B:

By my mother, yeah, when I was 11 my father was
killed in an automobile accident. And during the
three years between the time he left and the time
So, Mother
he was killed, he came to see us once.
was really the the parent.

S

Were you a tom boy?

:

B:

.

'

I liked to climb trees and play
In a way, yeah.
cowboys and indians and horses and talk tough and,
you know, I'd fight if I had to, you know, ah...
The fact that my two older sisters were both
developing into nice quiet ladies didn't help any.
One of my sisters, my oldest sister, went to
St. Petersburg and lived with my grandparents when
we moved to Jacksonville 'cause she really hated
Jacksonville. And so she went to school, high
The other sister is a very quiet
school, there.
very modest person so she
and
anyway
person,
wasn't loud and she wasn't aggressive, you know,
She wasn't passive ... she wasn't... she
she was...
wasn't overly aggressive, you know, she just sort
of pushed her way through whatever she had to very
I, on the other hand was
quietly and effectively.
you know, I was, you
and
liable to take a brick

.

.

482

know, I want that, that's mine. And she would
just
go get it, she didn't talk about it, she just
did
it... very quietly and, you know.
They were also
developing into lovely young ladies, you know, with
bosoms and legs and fannies and everything and I was
still , nothing ... you know, straight and icky and
horrible and I really, by sixth grade, I really had
strong feelings about boys.
I really wanted to date
and I wanted to kiss and stuff, you know, I could
hardly wait, Yay
And it didn't happen til I was
15, you know, and I was only 11 then.
It was really
!

crumby
S:

You didn't get your period in elementary school?

B:

No,

S:

What did you learn about sex in elementary school?

B:

Nothing.

S:

Your mom didn't tell you anything?

B:

No.

S:

How about your sisters?

B:

No, they didn't tell me anything.
I learned about it
the hard way.
I waited until I was 15 and I tried it.
You know. Well, I guess I was 16, no, I was 15.

S:

But no one had told you?

B:

Well, I, I read books.
You know, I, I read books
like All About Love or something like that and I
knew about love from television and the movies...
you know, you kiss and the bells ring and stuff?
It was very
It's all lies.
None of that happens.
disappointing, you know, really.

S:

Great let “down ... huh?

B:

Yeah, well I grew up with Seven Brides. Foil Seven
Brothers which was on recently, and Betty Grable

I

didn't get my period until

I

was 13.

.
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movies where I saw one a couple of years ago that
I had... I remembered seeing as a child and I
thought it was wonderful
There were three guys
who really loved Betty Grable and she had to pick
one of them. Well, there was this really neat
business man who was really distinguished and
groovy and then there was a professor, who really
adored her, young, you know, and when he was
intelligent, and then there was real schlumpy
mechanic who had no brain, you know, he was really..
duh...and, but the thing was that when she kissed
the professor and kissed the business man nothing
happened, when she kissed the mechanic the bells
went Ding Dong Ding, so, she married the mechanic,
and I really believed that when you kissed the
man who was really for you, that, you know, you'd
You
be fireworks, you know, really fantastic.
would literally, I really believed that you would
literally hear bells, you know, and music and
I really believed that. Not true.
everything.
Never did. Fortunately, I got over that notion.
Well, it's really funny.
.

S:

So, why did you get married?

B:

Oh,

S:

But, the bells hadn't rung.

B:

No bells.

S:

Do they die?

B:

I don't really know.
I don't... I think they do
Or the frog jumps or something ... has babies, I
don't know... it's really hysterical.

I

was pregnant. That's why... good reason.

Just the rabbit died.

.

.

.

S:

What do you think it was like in terms of your
being a girl in the South?

B

I

:

have

.

.

S:

Do you have any notion of what that meant?

B:

I

have now... You know,

I

don't think

I

did then.
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S:

Tell me what you have now, in looking back.

B:

You have to be...O.K., perfect little girl in
the South.

S’

Is this, what you're saying. .does that ring true
with, your experience, that's what I'm asking,
what rings true with your own.

B:

Yeah, well I was just the opposite of what, what
it was supposed to be.
You were supposed to be
quiet, extremely polite and courteous.
I was
polite and courteous, actually.
I wasn't ever
polite and courteous enough to be satisfactory to
everybody else but I was, now that I think about
it, I was really terrific.

S:

Compared to now...

B:

Yeah, you wore dresses and you didn't get dirty
and you just, you know, it was like being a model
or something, you know, you didn't do anything
that was real, that kids really did. You know,
you never talked back you said, "yes ma'am" and you
said, you know, "yes sir" and "no sir" and all this
stuff.
You really didn't... you lived in a little
cage of... or you were supposed to live in a little
cage of, of like perfection.
I think the title of
Look Up From The Pedestal says it all, you know,
be., because as long as you're sitting on the
pedestal you're sure not going anywhere else. You
know, you're just sitting there.

S:

Very true.
I only interviewed one other woman from
South
and
the
she said that for her one of the
difficult things was that in spite of the fact that
the woman was supposed to be pure, sex and good
looks were just extremely important and she never
had them and never was really that interested in
them and it always made her an outsider. But that
this business of being cute and the cheerleader,
right off from age 8 or something was just vital.
Does that ring true with you?

.

.

.

.
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B:

Yeah... yeah, yeah being beautiful was really
important.
You know, you were supposed to be
gorgeous

S:

Were you?

B:

No, but

S

Did you

:

I

.

tried hard.

.

B:

I just never failed... I was really skinny, you know,
and, and I had frizzy red hair...

S:

Frizzy?

B:

Frizzy... it was very frizzy.
It isn't frizzy any
more.
It was frizzy because Mother kept giving me
permanents all the time. That is why it was frizzy.
Yeah, being a cheerleader was, was the thing to do.
I started taking cello lessons in the fifth grade
in school and when you, you know, when you get,
really get into an instrument you cannot find, you
just cannot get into the cheer leading thing because
you don't have time. Also, kids who were cheerleaders were kids who were from upper middle class
families who had money to dress nice and look cute
and be charming and all this stuff and who also came
from nice, you know, fairly secure families.
Because that kind of, of charm comes from kids who
are, who are self assured and the kind of thing I,
you know, that I projected with the, with like the,
I was like a, a wierdo, you know, I was too loud,
when I finally, you know, if I did talk I was, I
just never really said the right thing at the right
time

S:

Or at least this is what you felt.

B:

Yeah, and, so, I didn't have the pizzaz that you had
You know, I made pretty good
to have to do this.
grades and, and that kind of thing, but I was never
I never went the
really part of the "in group".
opposite way, I never went, you know, with what it,
you know, like smoking and stuff like that, I never
did that, not in elementary and junior and really not

.

.
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even in senior high, you know, those were like,
you know, kids were trashy, kids that did that sort
of stuff.
They were really, eagchi scum of the
earth
'Cause this all had to do with the
religion thing. All things things were all sins,
everything
!

S:

Were you unself-confident as

B:

Extremely.

S:

How did that show?

B:

I think maybe the feelings of frustration.
Not being
able to accomplish same, you know, same things the,
like I wish I were dead and stuff by the time I was
in sixth grade ... you re always wishing you were dead,
you know,

a kid?

'

S:

Do you remember saying that?

B:

Oh yeah, yeah, yeah. .really. .. just feeling pretty
worthless ... Oh the tapes almost over...
.

,

S:

We were talking before about popularity and stuff and
the importance of looks.
What did you think about
the way you looked?

B:

I

S

Frizzy hair

:

looked terrible...
.

.

B:

had skinny frizzy hair... I was very tiny until I got
So, I
up to the eighth grade, I got tall and tiny.
to
wanted
they
grade
first
forgot, at the end of the
was
ability
my
put me into the third grade because
greater, you know...

S:

At the end of first?

B:

At the end of the first grade, they talked about putting
me directly into third grade as, and skipping second.
But they didn't because I was too short, too little
and they were concerned about my size as opposed to the

I

.

,

.
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other kids. You know, maybe that's a, you know a
viable thing to consider. But it would, but it
seemed to me now that, you know, that it was more
important that my brain grew than my body grew,
you know, so that, that was some place where my,
you know, my appearance really...
S:

Really limited you...

B:

Yeah, really limited me.
By the time I was in the
sixth grade, other girls in the room were beginning
to develop already and have bosoms and things.
I
never did.
I was still very skinny and very small
and I looked very young. You know, I looked like a
little kid.
I could never compete with, with other
girls
.

S

:

.

Or boys

.

.

B:

or boys. And it was...

S:

Did you want to?

B:

Oh yeah, you know, really wanted to.
That was really
important.
I thought, you know, several years ago
about going back to school and even though I was
married, I couldn't go back to school because I
didn't feel confident enough about myself as a person,
to be around everybody else.
You know, around other
people I felt a lot of competition with other women,
you know, I felt that personality was such that I
would be rejected.

S:

And it was important to you that you be rejected by
19 year olds.

B:

Now, you know,
Yeah, I was really concerned about it.
at the age of 27 I, I can go to school or I can say,
you know, I have my own security. You know, I have a
good family and I don't need a security of the other
kids.
Maybe that's not right. Maybe I do need it
but I

S:

You can handle it.

.
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B:

I can handle it now.
I couldn't handle it before.
Five years ago I was offered a job at the music
college at the university, and I did not take the
job, I wasn't married then, I was divorced and I
was going with my husband.
But, I didn't take the
job because I know that if I got into that school,
you know, and worked in an office where everybody
who were in it was doing things that I wanted to do,
originally, which was to go to music school, take
voice, you know,

S:

You'd feel terrible about that?

B:

would be... I just. .you know, I knew that I just
couldn't do it... that I would feel so much self pity,
you know, really feel sorry for myself, so, I didn't
take the job. Also, it only paid $72 a week, that's
the university talent...

S:

What did you want to be when you grew up in
elementary school?

B:

A nurse...

S:

That or you wanted the cello.

B:

Yeah, forget the cello I wanted to be a nurse.
I've
gotta be the nurse, it didn't occur to me to be a
doctor. No one suggested it. No, I was going to be
the nurse. When I got into high school it was then
that I decided that it was not... that nursing was
not for me... that music would be the thing that I
would do

S:

Were you. .did you get pleasure from the cello when
you played it in elementary school?

B:

Yeah, I played it quite well, actually. Well I
practiced, not a lot, but I practiced, you know, I
I was good at it and I, I was given all kinds
was
of scholarships for private lessons...

I

I

wanted to be a nurse.

.

.

.

.

S:

God, did you take them?

B:

Oh yeah, yeah

I

took them...

I

took...

.
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S:

Did your mother encourage this?

B:

Yeah, she really encouraged that, the music thing.
She tried, she really tried to discourage me from
this thing about, yon know, getting a boy. .and I
don't understand that. Because she, she did it in
such a way that it was, it was like it was bad to
want to have a date, you know, to want to have boys,
that was, that it was somehow wrong to do it, I
don't know.
I don't really, you know, she, maybe
she was afraid that I would suffer what she had
suffered kind of thing; but, she really encouraged
the music, the cello playing, you know.
Let's see.
.

S:

Was education a value of hers?

B:

Yeah

S:

For you?

B:

Yeah, it was important, you know, that, that you
make good grades in school ... that you learned...
you know, that you weren't a dumby.
I did make
fairly good grades. You know, I got hung up
because of the personal thing so that I would let
studies slip and things...

S:

Is this in elementary school?

B:

In, yeah... Well, that was more in junior high, I
guess.
In elementary school I never had to work...
at studies, you know, they came very easy for me.
I was bored a lot because it took people so long to
catch on to things that I would catch on to very
quickly. And, when you sit and listen to the
teacher go over the same lesson four days in a row,
because somebody can't catch it, you know, what
else are you going to do. No wonder I talked...

really
S:

How would you describe, sort of, that experience in
your life, was it great? Blah? Awful?

B:

You mean the whole elementary school thing?

s
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Uh huh.

Well, it was pretty awful.
You know, really. I
think I suffered, you know, even more as, as I
got
into junior high school.
But, but that thing in
the sixth grade with, you know, being next to the
teacher's desk, that really blew my mind, I
couldn't, couldn't cope ^ith that at all.

Fourth grade was different, though...
Fourth grade, yeah...
Right, that was like the one outstanding...
Yeah, fourth grade was really terrific, because I
really think the teacher took each child as an
individual instead of as, you know, as a little
section of the whole. Each kid was a whole... not
a part of something.
And, she really put forth an
effort to bring out each child instead of having
everybody be alike.
It didn't matter if everybody
wasn't alike, as long as they accomplished what they
could accomplish which is really I guess the ideal
way to do it.
I, I don't... I, I was trying to
remember if we had any, any kind of, I guess they
didn't have cheerleaders and stuff 'cause we didn't
have any things.
I, I knew the difference between
being popular and not being popular and I was part
of the not being popular.
I remember, one day I
remember it was kid that I wrote in sixth grade, it
was, I remember being concerned that, that this, I
talked to this kid once, about why, I, I didn't get
along with the other kids and I remember that part
of it was the fact that I talked too much, that,
that was really important, that business about
talking, you know, at home I got a lot of that, you
I was a kid who talked a
talk too much, you know.
lot who moved around a lot and it really wasn't
acceptable anywhere, you know, except ... It
certainly not acceptable in church 'cause you're
supposed to sit still and keep your mouth shut and
Sunday school the same, home was the same, school
was the same. There wasn't really any place where I
could be just me...
'

t,

491
S:

Right, and feel good about what you were.

B:

And feel good about it. There was one neighbor
that
I can't remember their name but
they had a.,
springer spaniel named Pilot, what was their name?
It s interesting.
It was a Jewish couple, old...
you know, middle-aged couple and they had no
children at all and I used to go over and eat
pistachio nuts ... introduced me to pistac hio nuts
we had fried chicken, they had pistachio nuts.
They
really, you know, like they accepted me. And I
could go over and talk and tell all the family
secrets and, you know, everything and they really
really completely accepted me.
I, You know, I'm
sure that they probably got bored with me after
a while but they never... it never showed. .never
they were really fantastic. That was funny. When
I was in seventh grade, this kid that had talked to
me in the sexth grade was in one of my classes and
I remember asking him, you know, "am I doing better
this year?" and he said, "yeah you know. I, I, I
really, I must have not had self...
.

.

.

.

S:

The power that kid had... wow!

B:

and I didn't, you know, he wasn't, he was kind of
one of the trouble makers. But, you know, he was
somebody who would talk to me about why I wasn
making it... right.
'

S:

Wow, that's incredible.

B:

Really weird!
I think I really blocked them off in
elementary school, just...

S:

You remembered quite a bit. That's most of what I
wanted to talk about in elementary school. The other
thing I'm interested in is how, how you see life now
sort of influences how you look back on your past
and the things I'm really interested in are has the
women's movement helped you to interpret your past
or is there some other force, I'm also interested in
those two, but is there some other force which has
really influenced you?
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B:

In answering your questions:
Yes, the women's
movement has really helped me...

S:

Maybe you feel like...

B:

The women's movement came along and said this, "it
doesn't matter if your quiet and wear frilly dresses
and have, you know, soft lovely hair, blonde, you
can be anything. .and you're so terrific." The
women's movement said, "We accept you" you know" no
matter what".
.

S:

And you're good no matter what.

B:

Yeah,

S:

Not just to be accepted.

B:

Yeah, and you know, and it's O.K. to be whoever you
are and, for the first time in my life, there was
something that was very popular that I could really
relate to and really grab a hold of, and, you know,
I didn't really know anything about it until it
started getting really public, you know, lost of
things in the paper and t. v. and stuff a lot
of the news things.
I became very aware of how much
you know, how much damage had been done to me by the
oppression, you know, through this oppression of
women.
That, that a lot of the things I did were
absolutely normal; but, they didn't put me, you
know, the things I did weren't suitable for a female,
you know, they were suitable for me as a person, it
didn't, you know, it should not have made any
difference, that I was a girl or a boy. And, you
know, that it was just as acceptable for my husband
to be very tender and sweet and loving and all
those things that are supposedly feminine
characteristics and very peaceful as it was for me
to be aggressive and loud and tell dirty jokes or
I went through a whole stage
whatever I felt like.
a few years ago, really it lasted about 6 or 7
years, where I swore like crazy at everybody, you
know, I didn't care who it was, doctor, lawyer,
You know, and I said every
indian chief, I swore.
of... to say; because, I
think
could
I
thing
nasty
,

.
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was going say, "By God, you either like me
saying fuck and stuff or you don't like me at
all... and if you don't like me, tough shit."
You know, and I really made this big saying about
being really blegch, you know.
S:

Yeah, like the worst of me or don't phase me.

B:

Yeah, yeah, and when I, when I met my husband, how,
like I did every mean that I could think of that
I ever did, you know, like I was very loud and I
talked a lot and you know I screamed and I jumped
around and I danced and I did everything, you know.
And still me
,

.

.

S:

He liked you.

B:

There he was... you know, I didn't, I didn't hide anything.
I wanted him to know just how miserable I
could really be.
So that when, when I behaved, you
know, the way...

S:

He would love you...

B:

Yeah, he would... I haven't read psychology books a
lot, I... I know some things about it, probably
through reading or hearing about, I have a very close
friend who has been going to therapy for a couple of
years and I've learned a lot of stuff from her.
She,
this is really funny, she was the opposite, she is
absolutely beautiful, you know, compared to the
standards.
She looks like Anita Ekberg or not...
Ursula Andress, Ursula Andress, she really looks
like her face and her body, you know, she...
incredible figure. And, she thinks she is so homely
you know, and, like at first I thought...

S:

I

B:

And the same thing happened to her. She had really
crumby things happen to her when she was a kid and
.with a really lousy
so she grew up in a really
self image and she also grew up thinking that most
men only looked from her neck down, and, they, you know..

don't care what you look like.

.

.
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S:

They did... it was probably true.

B:

Yeah it was true.
So, she really had no self
worth at all. Now her, in her case it was really
serious and she really suffered some, some, some
other things in her family that were horrible but it's
like taken her two years of therapy to finally begin
to say, "Well, I.. I.. I'm a pretty nice person I think..."
You know, she still puts the I think at the end. And
that is really sad. And I said to her, you're
kidding .. .you know, you are so ... you are such a
beautiful person and she said what happened to her
was that people said you're... you know, she's
beautiful, but .. .outside but she's not beautiful
inside... you know.
,

,

S:

Yeah, or who cares about that?

B:

Yeah, she really got.
She... it was like the opposite
of me.... of what happened to me.
It is really,
really wierd.
So, I, it doesn't matter what you look
like, it turns out and she, she embraced the women's
movement for the same reason. At last, here was
somebody who, who you know, or something or groups
of people who said, you know, "We take you as is"
you know "there are no standards."

S:

That's right.

B:

Really fantastic, well, I can understand a lot of
what happened.
I can understand where I must have
really threatened maybe a lot of kids and a lot of
teachers because I was, you know, just doing things
that nobody dared to do, you know, I was saying
things that people used to do or say.

S:

So, in spite of your.. lack of self confidence, you
may have had some guts in a way, to continually try
to be you in the face of all the opposition, I mean,
Do your thing.
you didn't give in.

B:

Yeah,

S:

You may have given in later.

I

thought, well,

I

wonder,

I

gave in...

But, you know...

.

495
B:

Yeah later, later I gave in. Later, after all
this stuff was no longer a... a... a part of my
everyday life, then I just sort of collapsed.
And then had to work back up from there. You
know, and build my own self-confidence, build my
own thing and and finally learned that no matter
what anybody, you know, even if everybody else
in the world really doesn't dig what I'm doing,
that as long as I do it, and I know that it's
good for me, and I'm not hurting other people,
then it doesn't really matter ... about everybody
else, you know, it... the fact that my husband
approves or my friends approve is like a bonus
because I already approve. You know, that's
what I had to do
I had to figure that out.
,

.

S

:

B:

Thanks

You're welcome.
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